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This thesis is an investigation of Pinter's portrayal of women, and exploration of his 
feminism. It places strong emphasis on the relation between women and language in 
his plays. 
Three major kinds of his plays are studied. The first is his political plays, in which 
Pinter makes explicit political statement regarding the unjust treatment of women. 
The second is what I call his plays of marital failure, in which the marriages between 
men and women fail. Women seem to be liberated and better-off with such failures. 
The last group is his memory plays, which portray both women and men in a process 
of actively re-creating the past verbally. Their present selves are hence formed, and 
sexual difference seems as important as sexual sameness. 
Three strands of contemporary feminism are drawn on to nuance the analysis of 
women and Pinter's feminism. Ideas from liberal feminism and Anglo-American 
feminist linguistic theory will be applied to illuminate Pinter's political plays, for their 
overt politics that emphasizes "sameness" or equality between the sexes. The plays 
and theory alike stress the importance in changing the world and turning it toward 




sex-specific interruption and topic initiation in a social context of conversation. In 
Chapter Two, Luce Irigaray's and Helene Cixous' theory on sexual difference and 
feminine language will be adopted in analyzing the plays of marital failure. These 
plays point to a future in which women's difference from men is recognized to allow 
them independent and full existence. In Chapter Three, Kristeva's anti-essentialist 
standpoint and her theories on poetic language, abjection and melancholia will be 
discussed in relation to Pinter's memory plays. The positions of sexual sameness and 
difference, advocated by the two other groups of feminists, are reconciled and merged 
here, to create an ambivalent picture of womanhood and selfhood. 
Seen at the level of language, Pinter's representation of women's situation covers a 
wide range of feminist concerns, past and present. The thesis concludes that Pinter is a 
feminist playwright. Besides the biologically essentialist standpoint that Pinter cannot 
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This thesis explores how language creates images of women in Pinter's plays. It also 
attempts to draw on a variety of feminist theories on language to understand Pinter's 
view of women, and to posit Pinter as a feminist playwright. The scope of this 
research includes three major categories of Pinter's plays: the political plays, the plays 
of martial failure and the memory plays. They will not be studied in the same order as 
they were written, but rather, discussed in relation to the evolution of the 
contemporary feminist theories applied to them. 
This project is to discover the range of Pinter's feminism. Three major strands of 
feminist theory, which are representative of the diverse feminisms of our time, will be 
applied to three categories of Pinter's plays respectively. The theories include the 
liberal feminism of the Anglophone feminist linguists, Irigaray and Cixous' feminism 
of sexual difference，and Kristeva's anti-essentialist theory of the individual subject. 
The three types of Pinter's plays are his political plays, plays of marital failure and 
memory plays. Chapter One will study Pinter's political plays in relation to the ideas 
of liberal feminism. Anglophone feminist linguistic theory will be used to illuminate 
Pinter's protest against women's unequal and unjust treatment in the world. In ‘ 
Chapter Two, Irigaray and Cixous’ theory on the feminine language will be invoked in 
order to demonstrate Pinter's view on sexual difference in his plays of marital failure. 
Finally in Chapter Three, I seek to explicate Pinter's memory plays with the aid of 
Kristeva's theory on the politics of the subject, which is adequately shown in her 




Gender & Language 
This section will provide a general background to this study and justify my 
juxtaposition of women and language in it. The relation between language and the 
movement of contemporary feminism and studies of women is inextricable. Both 
language and women are the two main concerns of our age. First of all, the wave of 
post-structuralism has lavished unprecedented interest and also skepticism on 
language. Foucault has made truth a function of power, language and discourse. The 
shape of language and the ways knowledge is conveyed to us are influential in 
transforming our perception. Lacan has remarked that the unconscious is shaped like a 
language, and language is indeed the lens through which we look at the world. 
Language also remedies the sense of lack that we experience in childhood by 
re-signifying it. The deconstmction of Jacques Derrida emphasizes the subversive 
potential of the text, and seeks to break down its logo-centrism. This thesis adopts an 
attitude toward language based on post-structuralism. On the other hand, the 
end-of-nineteenth-century movement to emancipate women has changed its course 
and taken a new direction in the twentieth and even twenty-first centuries. With the 
aid of poststructuralist theory, feminists tend increasingly to see language as the site 
of contestation. The rectification of the problem of sexual inequality will ultimately 
require a deeper understanding of the relation of language to gender and changes in 
the way language perpetuates the power imbalance between men and women. Early 
feminists such as Virginia Woolf propose an androgynist vision that will do justice to 
women. Simone de Beauvoir rejects traditional roles assigned to women, such as that 
of maternity, so that they can be relieved of duties that are meant to construct them as 
the sex “second，，or "other" to men. Contrastingly, later French feminists such as 
Irigaray and Cixous contend that maternity and femininity should be upheld in 





radically feminine language, will finally liberate women. 
Existing Research on Women in Pinter 
In this section I will single out three important studies on the representation of women 
in Pinter's works: Elizabeth Sakellaridou's Pinter s Female Portraits: A Study of 
Female Characters in the Plays of Harold Pinter (1988), Ann Hall's A Kind of Alaska: 
Women in the Plays ofO 'neill, Pinter and Shepard (1993), and Victor Cahn's Gender 
and Power in the Plays of Harold Pinter (1994). 
The purview of Sakellaridou's research includes plays from The Room (1957) up to A 
Kind of Alaska (1982). Her thesis, in short, is that Pinter's plays follow a linear path, 
over which he becomes increasingly conscious of his representation of women. She 
states clearly in the introduction of her book that “[t]he purpose [...] is to explore the 
changes in Pinter's portrayal of women" (8) according to "distinctive stages of 
development" (15). In the beginning of Pinter's writing career, the critic considers that 
the "universal enterprise for the investigation of human life and identity is mainly 
carried out by male characters while female characters normally abstain from any 
such existential quest or philosophical speculation." She rightly points out that before 
Pinter starts any project of examining women's relationship with men, he exhibits 
either overt neglect of women or outright misogyny, through the archetypical images 
of women he creates. Sakellaridou further comments that within the two and a half 
decades of writing between The Room and A Kind of Alaska, "women become the 
subject of close observation and scrutiny on the part of the dramatist," who "seems to 
have realized the limitations of a totally masculine standpoint and to have set out to 
forge a new image of woman" (11). She gives even more emphasis to her observation 




attaching fresh attributes to various aspects of the feminine" (11). Over the years, 
according to the critic, Pinter has enriched his image of woman, and emerged as an 
androgynist playwright. His feminism peaks with A Kind of Alaska, which she sees as 
"Pinter's eloquent self-defence against the charges of misogyny" (210). 
Though this is one of the earliest earnest and thorough researches on Pinter's female 
characters, the "linear path，，in Pinter's changing representation of women that 
Sakellaridou has charted, the core of her argument, seems to be problematic. In regard 
to her line of argument, another critic, Cahn, makes the following comments: 
[T]oo often she slants her readings so that they conform to her claims about 
androgyny, even though the plays themselves communicate a different attitude. 
(8) 
What Cahn calls Sakellaridou's "inaccuracy" (ibid) lies in her implication that 
Pinter's later plays, such as Betrayal and A Kind of Alaska, are necessarily more 
feminist than The Homecoming and Old Times. Though it is true that his earliest plays 
evidently regard women such as Rose and Mrs. Stokes in a negative light, his later 
political plays are by no means more feminist than his memory plays. Beth's 
exuberance of poetic reminiscence in Landscape presents an equally if not more 
feminist picture as the verbal oppression of Sara in Mountain Language, We should 
also note that as early as A Slight Ache (1958)，in which Flora closes the door on her 
husband, Pinter has already exhibited his empathy with the feminist cause. Moreover, 
in Julia Kristeva's view of the western movement of feminism, she posits overt 
feminist politics and a fight for equal rights with men as only the first phase, and 
therefore an immature, though necessary, stage in women's contention for recognition. 
Therefore, in this sense, Pinter's latest genre of political plays, such as One for the 





movement. I am not trying to put forward such a notion of Pinter's "regress," as we 
do not necessarily have to adopt a Kristevan framework, but I do suggest that in 
different phases of Pinter's writing he shows different "feminisms," if we chart his 
plays onto the diverse field of modem feminism(s), and it is hard to tell which brand 
of feminism is “better.，，Such linearity and continuous progression that Sakellaridou 
has sought to impose upon Pinter entails an understanding of him as actively 
correcting his past wrongs in misrepresenting women, which I think is inaccurate. 
In his study of gender and power in Pinter, Victor Cahn argues “his characters seem 
perpetually in the midst of a struggle" and “[a] major aspect of this struggle is carried 
on between men and women" (6). He puts the emphasis on plays in which the power 
play between the sexes forms the fabric, while disregarding those which lack such a 
focus, such as The Room and The Birthday Party. Of all Pinter plays, he has chosen 
ten, from A Slight Ache (1958) to Betrayal (1978). He points out that "critics have 
disparaged Pinter's portraits of women，’，and against such criticism he makes a 
defense on Pinter's behalf: 
The battlefield is the home, the most intimate area of life. In this competition the 
women have some of the same goals as the men: power and security. Pinter's 
women do not retreat behind traditional womanly tasks. Indeed, few of these 
plays involve complications created by the presence of young children, and most 
offspring who are part of the characters' lives remain in the background. 
Maternal responsibility does not supplant the primary struggle for survival and 
authority, as the women seem determined to avoid letting gender limit their 
territorial rights� 
Cahn further contends that almost as a rule mystery in Pinter's plays troubles women 
‘Cahn, 1998’ p7. ^ 
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less than it does men. Pinter, therefore, asserts the difference between men and 
women, and attributes such difference to biology, as the critic claims "much of the 
behavior of men and women is the product of their nature" (8). 
Cahn surely has identified one key area of the study of women in Pinter: power. While 
power is his focus, he does not see it in relation to language, as I do here. Whereas his 
discussion of gender and power is rather general, this research seeks to further nuance 
his findings regarding the power mechanism between the sexes by studying the 
strategies of speaking of Pinter's characters, and the relation between language and 
female subjectivity. Moreover, whereas his study explores the issue of gender in 
Pinter's plays mostly one by one, my research attempts to put Pinter's plays in groups 
and relate them to groups of feminist theories. The application of different methods of 
analysis to different groups of plays is to aptly accentuate the different feminist ideas 
they convey. Moreover, Cahn's suggestion that biology dictates sexual difference 
seems to neglect the power of language in shaping women's subjectivity. Women 
constantly create themselves through language, and indeed "womanhood," if there is 
such a thing, emerges only through the language they speak. Identities of Pinter's 
women are cultural constructs, as they are seen constantly under the pressure of a 
patriarchal society. In Pinter's memory plays, we see very clearly that the women 
become themselves as they enter the world of linguistic signs. Biology may play a 
role in their behavior, but language is too important a factor to neglect. 
Though not entirely devoted to the study of Pinter's plays, Hall's book is closest to 
my research in its purpose and methodology: it uses poststructuralist feminist theories 
to position the male playwrights in relation to feminism. Moreover, the title of her 
book, adapted from Pinter's 1981 play, attests to Hall's high regard for Pinter's 
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representation of women. She uses Pinter's own term, "a kind of Alaska," to typify 
women's situation in the three authors' works: an unknown realm between life and 
death. In the study, Hall focuses on four plays, including The Homecoming, No Man s 
Land，Betrayal and A Kind of Alaska. She employs theories, such as those of Lacan 
and Irigaray, to highlight Pinter's feminist politics. In the conclusion, she says, 
[T]hese three playwrights not only indict the patriarchal methods of female 
objectification, but they also present female characters who in various ways defy 
such methods of male objectification. (117) 
My application of feminist theories to Pinter's plays is indebted to. Hall's study. Here I 
seek to expand both the scope of feminist theories that can be invoked and the number 
of Pinter plays that will be illumined with the use of such theories. 
One obvious inadequacy shared by the three studies mentioned above is the marked 
omission of Pinter's late political plays. The Female Portrait covers the widest range 
of Pinter's plays, up to the year 1981，in which A Kind of Alaska was written. Though 
Cahn's book was first published in 1994，it, like Hall's study, fails to take Pinter's 
latest genre into consideration. Hence, the relative out-datedness of these studies 
prevents a more thorough view of Pinter's women. Pinter's works of the 80s and 90s, 
including One for the Road, Mountain Language, Party Time, Moonlight, Ashes to 
Ashes, Celebration and other short works are as important as other Pinter plays. 
Despite the new styles and concerns, they return to many old Pinter themes, ranging 
from domination, terror to identity, memory and love. 
As mentioned, this research will put more emphasis on Pinter's later plays, whose 
female characters do not fall within the scope of the three studies above. Meanwhile, 





portrait of women was yet to mature at this phase of his writing. Also, his early plays 
are relatively well-documented in Pinter criticism, so priority will naturally be given 
to his more recent plays. This research will, moreover, seek to break down the 
hierarchical view of Pinter's plays in relation to his representation of female 
characters, and demonstrate the variety of Pinter's feminism. As Luce Irigaray 
suggests, men's linear history and hierarchy are women's greatest enemies. The first 
step toward seeing Pinter as feminist is not to trace the linearity of and thus impose 
hierarchy on his oeuvre, as Sakellaridou has done, but to abolish such linearity and 
recognize the differences in his female portraits in the various phases of his career. 
Moreover, given the importance of the critique of language in contemporary literature 





CHAPTER ONE. The Language of Sexual & Political Oppressions in 
Pinter's Political Plays: One for the Road, Mountain Language & 
Party Time 
1. Feminist Politics, Language & Pinter 
Millett's Sexual Politics 
Kate Millett is one of the most vocal and earliest proponents of a sexual politics. Toril 
Moi dubs Millett's book, Sexual Politics, as "the 'mother' and precursor of all later 
works of feminist criticism in the Anglo-American tradition. In the seminal work, she 
defines politics as "power structured relationships, arrangements whereby one group 
of persons is controlled by another" and attempts to see the sexual relationship in the 
political light (hence the term sexual politics) (1969，31). As a believer in achieving 
female liberation through political means, Millett strongly contends that "a sexual 
revolution would bring the institution of patriarchy to an end, abolishing .both the 
ideology of male supremacy and the traditional socialization by which it is upheld in 
matters of status, role and temperament" (1969，86). She also puts forward a theory of 
sexual politics, dissecting the ways that culture disfavors women. These means 
include governmental power, the family institution, economic and educational control, 
socially-sanctioned violence on women, myths, religion and so on. 
Anglophone or Anglo-American? 
In this chapter, Millett's idea on sexual politics and the linguistic theory of the 
Anglophone feminists will be drawn on to examine Pinter's female portrait in his 
political plays. Here, the more common term "Anglo-American feminists" is avoided, 
as it seems to exclude such important Australian feminist linguists as Dale Spender, 





English-speaking world. While a vast number of feminist linguists who follow 
Millett's lead are involved in research on sexism in language, it is only possible to 
draw on theories of a small number of them who represent the spirit of the movement 
as a whole due to the scope of this essay. Thus, feminist linguists like Spender and 
Fishman are selected here for scrutiny to provide points of reference for the following 
discussion, and to supplement Millett's general theory on sexual politics by adding a 
linguistic bent to it. Therefore, this chapter is an examination of the sexual politics at 
the level of language in Pinter's political plays. 
Caveat: Not a Scientific Research 
Nevertheless, this chapter makes no attempt to verify the observations made by the 
feminist linguists regarding sexist language use. Unlike Cixous, Irigaray and Kristeva, 
whose researches are more theoretical, those done by feminists such as Fishman have 
a strong empirical bent. While the data they have collected may be helpful here, this 
chapter chiefly adopts their theoretical framework. For example, the feminist 
proposition that the practice of naming in language is a sexually discriminatory 
practice is useful. Their conclusion regarding such language use, which is not yet final, 
will not be used. This is so especially because such research is not yet, if ever, 
conclusive and much is more speculative than empirical. One good example is the 
research regarding female silence. Without reference to context, no single conclusion 
can be drawn with regard to the posture of silence. Robin LakofF's thesis seems 
speculative, as women's silence can be regarded contrastingly as forced muteness or 
"silent strength.’’2 Spender says that "[s]exist stereotypes of female and male talk 
have permeated research and often precluded the possibility of open-ended studies".^ 
- S e e Sattel, "Men, Inexpressiveness, and Power," in Thome, Kramarae, Henley, 1983, pi 18-9. 





However, we do not deny the use of silence in generating useful and interesting 
implications in a Pinter text, even though the conclusion of linguistic research 
regarding the silence of a particular group of women in society may be different from 
the conclusion made about the silence of a female character in a Pinter text. All in all, 
the starting points from which the feminist linguistic research departs, not their 
conclusions, will be adopted. 
Feminist Linguistic Theory 
Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva, spokeswomen of the opposite camp of French 
feminism, regard (and dismiss) overt feminist politics, characteristic of Anglophone 
feminism, as a drive toward the somehow demeaning enterprise of sexual sameness, 
or so-called “equality.，，While their negative feelings toward sameness can be put 
aside in this chapter, their definition of Anglophone feminism is useful: it is 
universalist and has a clear political agenda. For example, in "The Case for Nonsexist 
Language," Wendy Martyna expresses her concern with "both equal rights and equal 
words" and reaffirms the need for action to change the way language works.^ 
"Action", she says, "... is essential for language change efforts to succeed” (35). 
Through the excavation and criticism of sexist practices in language, such as naming, 
the Anglophone feminists strive toward granting women the same rights men have for 
centuries enjoyed. Kristeva sees this feminist strain as the first generation. In 
"Women's Time," she says, 
The political demands of women, their struggles for equal pay for equal work 
and for the right to the same opportunities as men have, as well as the rejection 
of feminine or maternal traits considered incompatible with participation in such 
a history all stem from the logic of identification with values that are... logical 
4 W. Martyna, "The Case for Nonsexist Language," in Thome, Karmarae and Henley (1983), p25-36. f 
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and ontological with regard to the dominant rationality of the nation and the 
state.5 
Kristeva, moreover, does recognize “all the benefits that this logic of identification 
and spirited protest have offered and still offer to women".6 Moi finds precedents for 
the Anglophone feminists in a number of feminist classics, which work to eliminate 
the sexually differentiating and discriminating forces in society and literature, such as 
"Virginia Woolf's A Room of One's Own (1927)，Simone de Beauvoir's The Second 
Sex (1949).... Mary Ellmann's Thinking About Women (1968) and Kate Millett's 
Sexual Politics (1969)."'^ 
With her important book on patriarchal language, Man Made Language, Dale Spender 
suggests language is a social institution reflecting the social belief that the male is the 
superior sex. In support of her claim, she adopts both a synchronic and diachronic 
approach: she uncovers linguistic structure, such as the use of the masculine pronoun 
"he" as the generic, and the acquisition of negative meanings for feminine words 
through time, such as “mistress，” "spinster" and "courtesan." Other linguists whose 
ideas will be drawn upon include Pamela Fishman, Jack Sattel, Candace West and 
Don Zimmerman, whose researches cover a range of topics related to gender and 
language. 
Pinter's Politics & Feminist Politics 
As feminist linguistic theories are political and set out to change the way language is 
currently used against women and to finally change society, it is most appropriate to 
draw upon them to elucidate Pinter's political plays in order to examine his 
s J. Kristeva, "Women's Time," in New Maladies of the Soul, 1995，p207. 
6 Ibid. 




newly-achieved role as a political playwright and situate him in the turf of modem 
feminism. Moreover, the strong bent of both the feminist linguistic theory and Pinter's 
drama toward exposing language as an oppressive tool justifies the application of the 
former to the latter. 
Political Plays: A Change in Style 
Critics regard Pinter's late genre of political plays, which the writer himself 
reluctantly calls ‘‘more overtly political/'^ as a major deviation in the style of his 
writing. In regard to Pinter's newly developed political position, Susan Merritt, in 
"Pinter and Politics,"^ calls him "a social democrat and an advocate, even an activist， 
for peace, international human rights, and freedom of expression" (2001, 130). She 
sees his political plays as a "conspicuous shift" toward "an unquestionable political 
'reality'" (131)，a bold departure from his signature ambiguity that marks such plays 
as The Birthday Party and The Homecoming. Martin Esslin, a leading critic of 
Pinter's works, claims that "[Pinter's] later pieces operate unambiguously on the 
surface, even relying on voice-overs to make the characters' thoughts crystal clear and 
proclaiming a message of blinding simplicity, a message which is a call to political 
action.’，� From 1987 on, Pinter has published a series of articles voicing his political 
concern about such world issues as the US military intervention in Nicaragua. In 
"Eroding the Language of Freedom," an article published just one year before his play 
on similar themes Mountain Language, he openly criticizes the British government 
under Thatcher for curbing the freedom of expression and allowing "[i]ts officers [to] 
bug, break in, tap, burgle, lie, slander, bully, terrorize with impunity."^ ^  
8 H. Pinter, "Writing, Politics and Ashes to Ashes," in Various Voices, p72. 
9 See Pinter at 70: A Casebook (2001), pi30. 
1° M. Esslin, "Harold Pinter's Theatre of Cruelty," In Pinter At Sixty, p27-36. 
“ T h e article was published in Sanity, March 1989, and is collected in Various Voices (1998),p 202-3. 
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Politics & Language 
The theme of language serving the purpose of the ruling regime informs Pinter's 
trilogy of late political plays, namely, One for the Road, Mountain Language, and 
Party Time. One for the Road, the first in the trilogy, consists of four scenes of a 
single interrogator cross-examining members of a dissident family (though Pinter 
himself does not provide the scene divisions). At the end of the play, we know the 
soldiers have cut out the father's tongue, symbol of free speech. This brutal form of 
punishment represents the state's relentless control over words and ideology. In a 
similar way, Mountain Language demonstrates the state's attempt to consolidate its 
rule by outlawing its dialect, that is, the titular mountain language. In Party Time, the 
socialites at a party are engaged in a high-sounding talk uniformly singing praises of 
the establishment of the new health club, symbol of the upper class privileges, 
whereas outside the comforts of the party the police are fervently hunting down and 
rounding up political dissidents. Jimmy, one of the dissidents in custody, appears only 
at the end to deliver an elegiac monologue bemoaning his loneliness. Without doubt 
the three plays have an overt political bent and aim to act upon society by voicing 
social injustices. Language is moreover shown to be an important means to serve 
political ends. Control at the level of language means political control over the 
masses. 
Women as Objects of Linguistic Oppression 
If language serves political ends in the trilogy, then women are at once the object of 
linguistic and political subordination. The outrage these plays evoke lies in the futility 
of individual resistance against persecution, as in the cases of various women, 
including Gila in One for the Road, Sara in Mountain Language, Charlotte and Dusty 
in Party Time. In her review of the Party Time and Mountain Language double bill, r 
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Katherine Burkman (1991) suggests that "subjugation of women as well as dissidents 
is the order of the day."'^ However, they are persecuted not due to direct participation 
in political activities but due to their links to men, although they suffer equally as men. 
Even at the domestic level, women are prevented from touching upon political issues. 
For example, the alarming but conscientious voice of Dusty in Party Time fails to 
resonate in the ears of the political heavyweights, as her views are subject to her 
husband's censorship. Sara's confrontation with the soldiers is merely due to her 
husband Charley's imprisonment. She herself does not seem to be actively involved in 
politics. Gila in One for the Road suffers extremely from multiple rapes and battery, 
but the state never targets her but only her husband in the first place. Politics, in 
Pinter's view, is men's game in which women never voluntarily participate: they only 
do so, or are forced to do so, when their men (brothers or husbands) are implicated. 
However, women's constant failure to make a tangible impact on politics and their 
need to suffer, if not more，with their men in the three plays give a bleak vision of 
women's situation in society. It is unequivocal that Pinter wants to express his ire at 
women's torture and rape; it is equally clear that his women suffer, absurdly, for 
"reasons" that are outside of their control. As he gets rid of some of his former 
trademark ambiguity at this stage of his theatrical writing, he also discloses his 
feminist stance candidly. This chapter is devoted to the examination of the various 
ways via which women are subjugated at the level of language and speak in a struggle 
for survival in a political arena they have been involuntarily dragged into. In the 
following, women, language and politics in Pinter's three political plays will be 
discussed in detail. 
K.H. Burkman, “Party Time and Mountain Language,'' In The Pinter Review, 1991, p74-76. 
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2. One for the Road: Verbal, Political & Sexual Abuse 
In terms of the position of women, One for the Road presents a frightful picture of 
concomitant physical and verbal forms of sexual abuse as a technique of political 
control. In Pinter's first overtly political piece, three members of a dissident family 
are seen to be separately terrorized by a single interrogator, Nicolas, in four scenes of 
interrogation. The third scene, which features the interrogation of Gila, the wife and 
the mother, bears witness to the convergence of verbal, political and sexual 
oppression. 
Verbal & Physical Assault 
In the third scene, Pinter's theme of sexual politics bursts forth. In a bid to subjugate 
dissidence, the sinister and pathological interrogator Nicolas reminds Gila of the stark 
naked truth of her being gang-raped by his soldiers. Although Pinter is not so radical 
as to enact the outrageous scene of the soldiers' sexual assault on Gila on stage, as all 
torture only takes place offstage in his political plays, Nicolas' flagrant reminder 
before Gila does have a powerful impact on the audience. It carries no less force than 
the actual scene of rape would do if it were acted out. Surely such verbal assault, a 
psychological rape, redoubles the ferocity of the rape, and intensifies its effect on the 
victim's psychology. Gila's rape is hence created as an indelible psychological fact, a 
permanent scar in her. 
NICOLAS Have they been raping you? 
She stares at him. 
How many times? 
Pause. 
How many times have you been raped? 
Pause. 
How many times? 





This is my big finger. And this is my little finger. Look. I wave 
them in front of your eyes. Like this. How many times have you 
been raped? (IV, 243) 
Kate Millett remarks that "[p]atriarchal force also relies on a form of violence 
particularly sexual in character and realized most completely in the act of rape."^^ At 
this point in the play, Nicolas becomes not just a state agent who tortures dissidents, 
but also a proxy of patriarchy. The critic Judith Roof notes that Nicolas' waving of the 
finger is a final parade of the phallic potency that he represents, and the threat under 
which women constantly live. Roof's interpretation of the play will be further 
discussed later. By dint of Nicolas' gesture, political persecution and sexual 
oppression have become one. 
Nicolas' Harangue & Gila，s Silence 
In his political plays, Pinter shows us a world in which men's terrorizing voice 
coincides with the language of political interrogation. Nicolas' verbosity is a strategy 
to oppress the severely traumatized Gila. She maintains a passive position, as she 
speaks significantly less than the man. Anglophone feminist linguists also see 
importance in the amount that each sex ta lks .Nicolas in fact assumes complete 
authority before Gila, as he chatters and prattles away all the while, taking liberties 
with Gila's tolerance. He asks nonsensical and offensive questions, and he answers 
the questions himself, without bothering to wait for Gila's response. The absurdity of 
his interrogation, where he is both the inquirer and the inquired, is his strategy in 
reining in politically subversive voices. Gila's position as the inquired is expropriated, 
and she hence has no chance to verbally defend herself. Nicolas' questions are nothing 
more than a rhetorical device to elicit rapport, and promulgate the state's ideology. 
See Sexual Politics, p61. 
14 Thome, Kramarae, and Henley argue that "in mixed-sex conversations women are more silent than 




Even though the questions are absurd, their repetition is instrumental to brainwash the 
interlocutor. They can pester, terrorize and intimidate the interrogated. His technique 
is redolent of Goldberg and McCaim's in The Birthday Party. He asks “why’，four 
times, “why not" three times and several other questions such as “when，，and "what 
room." The questions are not asked out of a specific intent to know the answer; they 
only have the total effect of silencing Gila. 
Falsehood as Truth 
Nicolas' attempt to implant falsehoods in Gila and transform her current system of 
belief is analogical to the project of ideological conversion of the ruling regime. Like 
Lenny's famous reply to Ruth “I decided she was，，in The Homecoming, Nicolas, as a 
man, assumes the power to concoct reality. Shaped as well-formed sentences, his 
fabricated “facts" are forceful in transforming others' perceptions of the world: 
NICOLAS You were drunk. 
Pause. 
You were drugged. 
Pause. 
You had absconded from your hospital. (IV, 242) 
Nicolas' spate of linguistic bombardment is typical of Pinter's former agents of terror. 
The alliteration of the two adjectives, drunk and drugged, gives force to his words. 
Both designate unconsciousness. Being drugged, or anaesthetized, and hence 
unconscious, may also have to do with being in a hospital. Hence, Nicolas lets the 
form of language carry him. His illogical speech leaves Gila in perpetual 
bewilderment, as she racks her mind to make sense out of his senseless talk. 
Gila's Limited Silent Resistance 
f 
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Gila surely is deprived of the chance to talk before the domineering Nicolas most of 
the time. However, when Nicolas does ask for her answer, Gila resists by her reticence. 
The feminist linguist, Spender, contends that "talk is not always the superior and 
efficacious tool we have been led to believe, and that listening is a constructive and 
creative form of behavior.，，i 5 Another linguist Sattel also argues, 
silence and inexpression are the ways men learn to consolidate power, to make 
the effort appear as effortless, to guard against showing the real limits on one's 
potential and power by making it all seem easy. Even among males, one 
maintains control over a situation by revealing only strategic proportions of 
oneself. 16 
Although Sattel observes that men remain silent to consolidate power in the real 
world, Gila in One for the Road appropriates this strategy to mount her resistance 
against the regime, to put Nicolas in the dark and leave him in a tantalizing state of 
not knowing. Another strategy she uses is "minimal response，，that may "[display] 
lack of interest" according to Fishman'^. As part of her subversive strategy, Gila uses 
minimal responses, or keeps silent altogether. Complete silence, however, is 
undesirable, as she would allow Nicolas to solely control the realm of representation. 
Hence her overall strategy is a mix of controlled articulation and reticence. Her 
answers to his questions are usually short and direct, such as "[w]alking" and ‘‘[t]he 
evening paper," without any touch of despair like Victor's “kill me" or any trace of 
coarseness and vulgarity like Nicolas' constant talk. Her curtness externalizes her 
reluctance in self-disclosure. In response to Nicolas' provocative query about her rape, . 
her stare seems to be an additional way of resistance when all words fail. Strictly 
speaking, Gila's resistance amounts to nothing more than a last-ditch struggle for 
丨5 Spender, 1980，p 124. 
16 Sattel, "Men, Inexpressiveness, and Power," in Thome, Kramarae, Henley, 1983, pl22. 口 Fisliman, "Interaction: the Work Women Do," in Thome, Kramarae, Henley, 1983，p95. 
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some dignity before the prevailing Nicolas. 
Powerless though she might be, Gila still seeks to hit back via language. Although 
Nicolas alone dictates the course of the conversation, she occasionally voices her 
opposition and disrupts his calm when the chance arises: 
NICOLAS What do we have upstairs? 
GILA No nuns. 
NICOLAS What do we have? 
GILA Men. (IV，242-3) 
Gila's short reply shows her courageous attempt to expose the way she has been 
victimized. She chooses not to be a silent victim, but to face up to the brutal reality of 
her rape and stand up to her victimizer by pointing out his felony. She also disallows 
his free choice of conversation topics. 
Appropriation of Absurd Speech 
Another way Gila resists Nicolas' terrorizing is to appropriate his strategy of 
nonsensical speech. As the interrogation drags on, Gila becomes familiar with 
Nicolas’ tactic, so she gives nonsensical answers to his trivial questions. When 
Nicolas asks Gila how she met her husband in the first place, she answers that they 
met in the same room, that is, her father's room. However, when he asks it again, she 
gives a new answer: that is, she dropped a newspaper on a street and they met when 
Victor picked it up for her. Her lie is so obvious that what matters is no longer the 
truth, but her increasingly defiant attitude. By furnishing Nicolas with a nonsensical 
answer, she sends him a powerful signal that he can no longer take her cooperation & 
satiation of his curiosity for granted. 




The political crackdown on dissidents is not carried out in accordance with strict or 
formal rules. It is in fact portrayed as a private, arbitrary and changing relationship 
between two individuals, the interrogator and the interrogated. Such a relationship is 
played out and realized in their dialogue. The political is mixed up with the personal, 
the public with the private. During the interrogation, Nicolas seems to translate the 
language of cross-examination into one of a jealous husband's questioning of his 
unfaithful wife, as he asks her how she got to know the other man, even though this 
"other man” is in fact her husband. Seeing himself as Gila's husband, Nicolas seems 
to refer to Gila's husband, Victor, not so much as a husband than a secret lover. He 
himself becomes personal and intimate with Gila. Their interrogator-prisoner 
relationship verges on one between the wooer and the wooed. It reminds us of Pinter's 
earlier plays, such as Landscape，in which a woman rejects a man. The man, more 
pathological and erratic here, is strangely seeking the victim's recognition, even 
though her rape shows she is powerless to beat him off. Nicolas' language shows that 
their relationship is a metaphor of the nature of oppression: the political and the 
personal are inseparable. The state's oppression of a female dissident takes the form 
of Nicolas ’s sexual conquest over her. 
Politics as Oedipal Battle between Men for Woman 
In One for the Road, the state's war on the individual dissidents transforms itself into 
one of a man competing with another man for the prize of a woman. Roof，in "Staging 
the Ideology Behind the Power: Pinter's One for the Road and Beckett's 
Catastrophe,” states that "[Gila] is nothing more than a lure, a beguiler, a sexual 
object who must be mastered as torment to her husband" (13). In Victor's first 
interrogation scene, Nicolas feints jealousy of Victor in having Gila as wife in order to 




225). In scene four, the torturer again gets on Victor's nerves by hinting at Gila's 
sexual slavery even after his release, as Nicolas says “[s]he，ll be joining you in about 
a week [after more rapes]" (IV, 246). Roof also suggests that as a loser in the political 
scene, the ironically named Victor is ultimately excluded from the family after he 
loses the oedipal battle with Nicolas, as the torturer takes Victor's wife and cuts out 
his tongue, the phallic symbol, and replaces him as the father (14). Thereby, the 
woman's body is reduced to a site over which men's battle is fought out. 
Male Lineage 
Nicolas' strange assumption of familiarity with Gila's dead father and praise of him is 
an odd touch in the play, but it serves to reaffirm the united power of the family of 
men. Roof states that "[Nicolas] represents a larger concatenation of patriarchal 
power" (ibid). Therefore, behind him stands the formidable edifice of phallic power 
that relates him to other men as the same family and abolishes women's own familiar 
relations to men: 
GILA My father's room. 
NICOLAS Your father? What's your father got to do with it? 
Pause. 
Your father? How dare you? Fuckpig. 
Pause. 
Your father was a wonderful man. His country is proud of him. , 
He's dead. He was a man of honour. He's dead. Are you prepared 
to insult the memory of your father? 
Pause. 
Are you prepared to defame, to debase, the memory of your father? 
Your father fought for his country. I knew him. I revered him. 
Everyone did. He believed in God. (IV, 240) 
In fact the repressive regime is seen to be patriarchy itself in this scene. It has “God，， 
behind it, which justifies its claim to supreme authority. Gila is no longer simply 
another dissident: she, the female, is indeed the dissident par excellence in a 
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phallocratic society. Her father, God and Nicolas are all male and thus united in her 
oppression. Any implication of men, especially her father, in women's crime is thus 
prevented. Here Nicolas uses his usual strategy of linguistic brainwashing to make 
Gila's father a member of his privileged fraternity. It is in fact ridiculous that Nicolas 
professes knowledge of Gila's father, and that he loves him, as it seems pure 
happenstance that Gila mentions her father (in fact, just her father's room). As an 
opportunist, he seizes the opportunity to deal a further blow to Gila's lost dignity. By 
creating a lineage with Gila's father, and virtually all fathers if necessary, he steals her 
father from her and oppresses her as a solitary woman isolated in her fight against a 
world of men. On a symbolic level, patriarchy succeeds in creating a male genealogy 
from which women are permanently outcast and exiled. Feminist linguists including 
Spender also express their discontent about the adoption of the father's family name 
for the children and thus the perpetuation of the male lineage. These conventions have 
rendered women invisible throughout history and resulted in the sacrifice of the 
continuity of female ancestry for the maintenance of men's. 
Gila's Sacrifice 
As in the other two political plays, women in One for the Road seem to fall prey to 
the brutal oppression of the state because of their affiliation with men. Their marital 
bonds or blood ties with men embroil them in male conflicts. Gila should originally 
be free of all trouble, as Nicolas, the interrogator, says, “I might even let you out of 
here, in due course.，’ She is persecuted because she is the wife of a political dissident. 
Hence she ‘‘might entertain us all a little more before [she] go[es]’，(IV, 244). 
Moreover, the point Pinter is making is not just that Gila suffers for the sake of her 
husband. Her suffering is necessary and instrumental in her husband's. At Victor's 





torment Victor. In the battle for the ownership of the woman Nicolas has subdued the 
prisoner, and destroyed the other man's masculinity by speaking of him as a cuckold. 
Cutting out his tongue is a double act of emasculation and muting. In the overall 
scheme of the play, in which Victor's torture makes up the first and the fourth/ last 
scenes, Gila's persecution, in the third scene, plays a relatively minor role compared 
to her husband's persecution. Women suffer in One for the Road，because knowing 
about their suffering makes men suffer, and thus women's suffering exists as an 
‘‘other” to men's. When Roof claims "Victor's family becomes the symbolic sacrifice 
to the maintenance of the system" (14), it seems Gila's sacrifice ultimately is not hers 
but only makes up part of men's. 
3. Mountain Language: Women's Language as Dialect 
Mountain Language’ the second in Pinter's political trilogy, epitomizes the political 
oppression over an ethnic minority which speaks a different language. Billington 
(1996) says, Pinter was "inspired by his visit to Turkey and his experience of the 
suppression of the Kurdish language" (309). Therefore, Pinter's message of protest 
informs the play. According to the critic, it “offers a bleak vision of the tendency 
towards the suppression of any views that contradict the prevailing orthodoxy" (ibid). 
The suppression obviously is also that of women. Although the sex of the military 
officer, sergeant and guards in the play is unspecified, it is clear that they are all male, 
as Pinter establishes their identity through the coarse and sexually abusive language 
they speak. An example: 
SERGEANT So is she. She looks like a fucking intellectual to me. 
OFFICER But you said her arse wobbled. 
SERGEANT Intellectual arses wobble the best. (IV, 257) 
What the women in the play, Sara Johnson and the elderly woman, have to confront is 
a world of foul-mouthed and sexist men who take liberties with them in speaking and 
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who try to even deprive them of such basic rights as visiting their family members in 
prison. Pinter has effectively exposed the pseudo-logic of men's language games 
which women fail or refuse to play. 
The Male Echelon 
The men in the play, except the two imprisoned victims of the state's torture, are 
related to each other through hierarchy. Feminist linguists emphasize the different 
strategies of speech of the sexes and generally agree that men speak more to contest 
for the ground than women do. Fishman says, "men control what will be produced as 
reality by the interaction... and establish and enforce, their rights to define what the 
interaction, and reality, will be about."^^ In Mountain Language, the military rank 
determines one's speech style and gives one the right to speak on most occasions. 
Hence, the officer can order the sergeant to shut up and pay attention, while the 
guards, the lowest-ranked military personnel, have to report to the sergeant and take 
his insults. However, beneath this appearance of strict and disciplined formation is the 
conspicuous absurdity of their language, which all men of the regime share regardless 
of rank. The sergeant's vexing and repetitive demand for Sara's name, discussed 
below, is a case in point. When the officer comes, orders the sergeant to "[s]hut up," 
and offers to handle any complaint, the audience is only disillusioned: the sergeant, 
second to the officer, is not all that powerful after all. Contrastingly, the relationship 
between the two women is less hierarchical and more congenial, as Sara's 
unconditional assistance of the elderly woman in voicing her complaint shows. 
At the Margin of Language 




The title of the play points to its concern with a language that is politically 
marginalized. Although it is more directly associated with an ethnic minority, given 
Billington's biographical information on Pinter's political involvement, such a 
language of alterity seems also to be women's. The strongest case for this 
interpretation is the language's embodiment by the elderly woman, who speaks the 
titular mountain language and can only speak it. The language belongs to her, and she 
to the language. She, like the language, is indeed alterity personified, the guardian of 
the "other" subjectivity. Her inability to respond to the male prison officer, who 
speaks "the language of the capital," spells her powerlessness. In relation to what she 
calls “the man made language," the feminist Spender says, "there is little space and 
even less credibility granted to the specific experience of women" and “[w]omen，s 
different experience is outlawed, is seen as unintelligible, unreal, unfathomable" 
(1980，1-2). If language, as Spender claims, is indeed man-made, then the mountain 
language can be taken as a metaphor for women's "mode of communication," which 
in turn points to their lack of verbal means to express themselves, except through 
silence. The elderly woman's silence is not intentional or subversive, like Gila's in 
One for the Road, but mere mutism. Markedly as the only silent character on stage in 
scene one, set outside a prison, she does not even have the verbal means to protect 
herself by voicing what injustice has been done to her. 
OFFICER Who? 
Pause. 
Who? Who's been bitten? (IV，252) 
The young woman, Sara, needs to intervene by replying to the officer's question on 
her behalf. What the elderly woman can subsequently do is only to "slowly [lift] her 
hand” (ibid). Pinter's view is that one's marginal position in society is a corollary to 
one's position in language. The physical harm inflicted on the elderly woman 




Pinter's drama is known for its economy and minimalism. With its lack of spatial or 
temporal specificity, Mountain Language is the summary of Pinter's political 
statement that freedom of expression is under threat in many parts of the world. The 
play starts with the sergeant yelling the word "Name" (IV, 251), which calls our 
attention to the practice of naming in language. Spender argues, 
In order to live in the world, we must name it... By assigning names we impose 
a pattern and a meaning which allows us to manipulate the world... Naming, 
however, is not a neutral or random process." (163). 
The Pinter critic, Knowles, moreover, argues "[n]o dramatist [other than Pinter] has 
been so consistently and conspicuously concerned with names and naming throughout 
his career.”i9 He emphasizes Pinter's peculiar concern with naming in exercising 
power. In Mountain Language, the beginning sets the tone for the rest: to name one's 
experience in language is to empower one's position in the world. Naming, moreover, 
is bound up with power distribution between the two sexes. To lose the battle of 
naming is to lose power, to be acted upon instead of acting on others. Sara asserts 
power by her refusal to name herself again. In response to the sergeant's repetitive 
request for her name, she is unperturbed and twice repeats the answer, "We've given 
our names" (IV, 251). By asking for names the sergeant exerts his power; by rebuffing 
him, Sara loses no ground. Each side of the power struggle refuses to cave in, and the 
mood of rivalry hereby constructed broods over the rest of the play. 
Sara's Resistant Naming 
19 R. Knowles, "Names and Naming in the Plays of Harold Pinter," in Harold Pinter: You Never Heard 




Moreover, the shock of her suddenly giving her full name, Sara Johnson, accentuates 
the importance of the naming practice. Up to the end of scene one, we have only 
known her as "the young woman" as Pinter designates in the dramatis personae. The 
power of her sudden self-naming is of course built up by Pinter's purposeful 
concealment and Sara's previous adamant refusal to offer her name. Nevertheless, 
later in the play, she becomes the only person who names both herself and another 
character, that is, her husband. By dint of naming, she takes on the right to name and 
act upon the world. Her naming, in addition, comes at a time when it is not solicited, 
so it cannot be seen as an acquiescent move. The soldiers no longer demand her name, 
and she is under no one's pressure to give it. Furthermore, the rest of the characters 
either do not have a name or do not name others. The elderly woman, the prisoner, the 
officer, the sergeant and the guards are all nameless and thus powerless: the former 
two are clearly victims, while the latter ones are simply cogs in the machine of state 
torture. Only Sara Johnson, named in full by herself, harbors subversive potential. Her 
self-given name is important in countering the derogatory name, "Lady Duck Muck" 
(IV, 262)，given to her by the sergeant. Even though her husband has the name 
"Charley," the audience is only given to know it as Sara names him. The endearing 
alias, moreover, is necessarily charged with her emotions for him. It is her name of 
him, one seen from her perspective, like the name "Eddie" Ruth "gives" her husband 
Teddy upon his departure at the end of The Homecoming, Moreover, in the majority of 
Pinter's longer works (excluding his revue sketches), characters have names. Among 
the exceptions are the three unnamed “voices” in Family Voices, the match-seller in A 
Slight Ache, the father and mother in Tea Party, and others. Many of the unnamed are 
either unimportant stock figures, or mysterious figures, such as the match-seller, 
whose anonymity provides him with an enigmatic aura. If the nameless characters 





calls our attention to the singularly named character, Sara Johnson, and to the 
implications of power behind it. Sara has burst open the seams of the patriarchal 
naming practice, and posed a challenge to men's political dominance. 
Naming the Dog 
The absurd request for the name of the dog, moreover, is another attempt of the male 
officer to silence Sara's subversive voice. Although the officer's request for the name 
of the dog in order for the women's complaint to proceed seems absurd, it masks the 
power struggle underneath: 
OFFICER Every dog has a name! They answer to their name. They are given 
a name by their parents and that is their name�. Before they bite, 
they state their name. It's a formal procedure. They state their 
name and then they bite. What was his name? If you tell me one 
of our dogs bit their woman without giving his name I will have 
that dog shot! (IV, 254) 
The elderly woman, who has been assaulted by a police dog, and whose "thumb is 
going to come o f f (IV, 253)，cannot voice the injustice, as she does not speak the 
language of the capital and has no means to express her discontent. Even Sara, who 
witnessed the injustice, is not able to respond to his preposterous demand for the 
name of the dog. Taking an unyielding stance, she makes a bold effort to name the 
dog, as she calls it "A Dobermann [sic] pinscher" (IV, 252), i.e. by its breed. The 
officer's further question, "Which one," is ludicrous in that dogs do not give their 
names before biting. The women are always at the mercy of men, as the latter dictate 
the way language is used and constructs facts. 
Woman Swearing 
Sara's question, "Can I fuck him [the official in charge]" (IV, 264)，is literally her 
swearing at the highest authority of the regime. Seemingly agreeing to barter her body 
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for the safe release of her husband, she implicitly voices her strong discontent with 
the regime. Her mixed feelings of despair and rage result in her violent appropriation 
of the more masculine word, the verb "fuck," and placing herself as its subject. To 
enter men's world of hierarchy, she uses the "proper" language. 
Mutism 
The elderly woman's final mutism manifests Pinter's political statement: women are 
victimized in male-dominated politics. In scene four, the authority suddenly grants 
permission for the elderly woman to speak her native tongue. This unanticipated 
move is one which apparently indicates a charitable act on the part of the authorities. 
The woman's response is just as unexpected: she remains silent to protest against the 
arbitrariness of state policy. The irony lies in her reluctance to exercise her rights and 
her resort to silence. Granted the right, she faces a double bind here: she has no verbal 
means to express herself or to communicate with her tormented son when she is not 
allowed to speak the mountain language, whereas she may be bowing to the 
oppressive and unjust power of the state if she speaks immediately after being granted 
the right to do so. Either practicing her right or not is damnation. Caught in a state of 
dilemma and indecision, the woman exhibits her despair: 
PRISONER Mother. Can you hear me? I am speaking to you in our own 
language. ‘ 
Pause. 
Do you hear me? 
Pause. 
It's our language. 
Pause. 
Can't you hear me? Do you hear me? 
She does not respond. (IV, 266) 
In Hall's study (1991) of the play, the elderly woman is said to finally suffer from a 




communicating with her husband, has her voice and body reunited, the elderly woman 
finally does not speak. The silence of the elderly woman means her virtual submission 
to the state's caprice. The poignant fact is that she has probably missed the last chance 
to speak to her son, as he finally "falls from the chair on to his knees, begins to gasp 
and shake violently" (IV, 267). The other voice of the woman has been successfully 
oppressed. 
Voice-over as Mental Language 
The use of voice-overs in Mountain Language is a new technique in Pinter's drama, 
which he has derived from television drama. These voice-overs form "the language of 
the mind" (Billington, 311), the only possible way for the loving women, that is, Sara 
and the elderly woman, to talk to the male prisoners when their freedom of speech is 
checked. Throughout the play, the elderly woman has spoken less than ten words, 
even though she is seriously bitten by the soldiers' Doberman pinscher. However, she 
communicates almost freely in the language of the mind with her son, the prisoner. 
Such non-verbal, spiritual communication is indicated by freezing the characters, 
dimming the lights to half and the voice-overs: 
ELDERLY WOMAN'S VOICE The baby is waiting for you. 
PRISONER'S VOICE Your hand has been bitten. 
ELDERLY WOMAN'S VOICE They are all waiting for you. , 
PRISONER'S VOICE They have bitten my mother's hand. 
ELDERLY WOMAN'S VOICE When you come home there will be such a 
welcome for you. Everyone is waiting for you. 
(IV, 261) 
It should be noted that although the above communication is conducted verbally, the 
‘‘message，，is supposed to be conveyed only mentally, like the way in which the 
psychology of Beth and Duff in Landscape is made known to the audience verbally, 
without each of them hearing the other. Pinter uses this technique to show what the 
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victims can communicate silently through eyes and facial expressions. The same 
technique is used in the exchange between the young man and woman, that is Charley 
and Sara, in the following scene three. Verbal language, as the tool of political 
oppression, is eventually abandoned for the sake of women and men's expression of 
their love toward each other. Living in the male world of terror and mutual 
annihilation, women constantly need to repress their emotions. Pinter lays bare the 
underlying absurdity of men's discourse on the one hand, as shown above, and creates 
a domain of non-verbal, emotional communication through which making love is 
possible. Only through silence is love manifested between man and woman. Without 
words, such communication finally allows women full expression. 
Language as Tool of Political Oppression of Women 
Pinter's view is that political oppression is inextricably tied up with sexual oppression, 
and both of them can be achieved via language. While the former has more to do with 
the policy of the ruling regime, the latter is simply in our daily lives. As the critic 
Milne contends, "[s]cenes of explicit violence in these [political] plays seem designed, 
moreover, to show how the political abuse of power is not abstract or metaphorical.，，2° 
Pinter is feminist in that he has consciously exposed women's double exploitation. 
The mutism of the elderly woman, Sara's resistance and the verbal abuse the male 
officers have inflicted are emblematic of Pinter's attempt at such exposure. 
4, Party Time: Micro-politics of the Party 
The last play to be considered is Party Time. It gives a less frightful picture of state 
oppression, as it is clear of any scene of political interrogation or any mention of 
torture. The clampdown on political opponents only occurs offstage, and provides a 
D. Milne, "Pinter's Sexual Politics," in The Cambridge Companion, 2001，p200. 
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backdrop to the party of a completely contrasting mood. Milne rightly points out that 
the play is about “the micro-politics of everyday life,"^^ in which people, even friends 
or husband and wife, are locked up in ubiquitous power struggles. Even the most 
ordinary citizens come under the influence of politics, which has a profound effect on 
every facet of public and private lives. By parodying a pompous party, Pinter 
accentuates the danger that lurks behind the fapade of plenitude among the smug and 
well-to-do party-goers. As the critic. Baker-White remarks on Party Time’ the play 
juxtaposes two different moods: festivity and violence.^^ In other words, the savagery 
of the political world threatens to burst into the comfortable private sphere. The 
relationship between a man and a woman in the private domain is also constantly 
under the threat of the unstable political situation. The family hence becomes a 
microcosm of the political world, and the play is about blurring the border of the two. 
In this section on Party Time, feminist linguistic theory on interruption and topic 
initiation will guide our discussion. Pamela Fishman defines "topic initiation" in a 
mixed-sex conversation group as an utterance that "address[es] itself to a different 
subject from the utterance preceding it" or one that "reinitiate[s] a topic after an 
outside interruption [..-.] or after a very lengthy silence" {Language, Gender & 
Society’ 96). Fishman also suggests that women initiate more topics in mixed-sex 
conversation groups but they have "more trouble getting conversations going” due to, 
for example, men's reluctance to respond and refusal to do any "interactional 
shitwork." (97). Moreover, West and Zimmerman's study of interruption in a 
conversation involving both men and women also provides a starting point for our 
study of group dynamics in Pinter's play. The critics define interruptions as 
Ibid. 
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"violations of speakers' turns at talk,"^^ and maintain that "[a]n interruption involves 
a 'deeper intrusion into the internal structure of a speaker's utterance”,.24 Here, we 
would extend West and Zimmerman's definition of interruption beyond syntax to the 
level of semantics: interrupting utterances also include those that prematurely 
terminate the existing discussion topic and leave it unfinished. While the critics' 
conclusion regarding which gender does what more often in particular real-life 
situations does not concern us here, the connection they draw between power and the 
conversational behavior of topic initiation and interruption will help explain the 
sexual power politics in Party Time. 
Fred & Douglas: The Male is the Political 
Politics is men's domain. They assert their exclusive rights to the state's power by 
speaking of it and pre-empting women's mention of it. The party host, Gavin, is 
surely a top dog in the ruling regime, as near the end of the play he proclaims on 
behalf of the state that "the service this country provides will run on normal, secure 
and legitimate paths and that the ordinary citizen be allowed to pursue his labours and 
his leisure in peace" (IV, 313). Behind his speech is a will to control and conquer. 
Moreover, the political talk between Fred and Douglas teems with animosity and 
violence. 
FRED We've got to make it work. 
DOUGLAS What? 
FRED The country. 
Pause. 
DOUGLAS You've brought the house down with that one, Fred. 
FRED But that's what matters. That's what matters. Doesn't it? 
DOUGLAS Oh, it matters. It matters. I should say it matters. All this 
C. West and D.H. Zimmerman, "Interruptions and Cross-Sex Conversations," in Thome, Kramare 
and Henley, pi03. 




fucking-about has to stop. 
[…] 
FRED How's it going tonight? 
DOUGLAS Like clockwork. Look. Let me tell you something. We want 
peace. We want peace. We want peace and we're going to get it. 
[...]But we want that peace to cast iron. No leaks. No draughts. 
Cast iron. Tight as a drum. That's the kind of peace we want and 
that's the kind of peace we're going to get. A cast-iron peace. 
He clenches his fist. 
Like this. (IV, 291-93) 
Women are deprived of the right to interrupt the male discourse. They are compelled 
to live the festive mood of the party, while men alone know of the truth of the political 
turmoil outside. When Charlotte says to Fred, her old-time lover, “I think there's 
something going on in the street," and thus broaches the topic of political turmoil to 
him, he demands that she "[IJeave the street to us" (IV, 307)，and curtly fends off her 
interruption. The unspecified "us" obviously refers to the class of ruling men, Gavin, 
Douglas, Terry and himself. We can glean from the privacy of the above talk between 
Fred and Douglas that women are excluded from the center of political power, as the 
duo avoids the subject when talking to women. Any female talk on the subject of 
politics is seen in men's eyes as interruptions, and has to be averted in time, so that 
the party mood, the fapade of peace, can be maintained. By controlling the topics that 
each of the sexes can initiate and pursue, men restrict female access to politics, both at 
the levels of language and cognition. In other words, men assume the right to censor 
women's speech. Men's rejection of a female-initiated topic of discussion is an 
attempt to pre-empt further deviation from or interruption of their desired course of 
conversation. 
Charlotte & Liz: Rivalry toward Fellow Women 




love affairs and exaggerate about them. Only in an all-female conversation group are 
the women allowed to initiate topics of their own choice, without men's interruption 
or censoring. Although free of political overtones，the same sense of animosity 
pervades the conversation between two women Liz and Charlotte. When Liz recalls 
once meeting a handsome man whom a “bitch，，seduced successfully and took away 
from her, her language becomes coarse. She describes that woman as a 
"nymphomaniac slut" and “bigtitted tart" who "was going to crush him to death" and 
"raped my beloved" (IV, 288-291). Her threat to "cut her throat" evidences her spite. 
Being relegated by men to conversing about trivial topics, women have few discursive 
options, but their talk still bears the fingerprints of men's coarse political talk. The 
character of Liz, in addition, is the only female character who shows no awareness of 
the worrying political situation and men's domination. Her inadequacy means that she 
can only talk disparagingly of other women with little choice of topics, since politics 
is surely outside her perception. Language is the bulwark that women have to break 
through for any change in their status. 
Terry & Dusty: the Political is the Personal 
Men's starkly similar style of speech in talking to fellow men in their public life and 
to their women in their private life indicates the proliferation of the political into the 
domestic, the family. Subordination is the driving force behind men's political 
machine. Terry's will to verbally conquer his wife is a reflection of the men's strategy 
of domination in the public world. Moreover, it attests to women's powerlessness in 
the male world of politics. Domination and competition are typical of men's approach. 
In Thinking the Difference (1989), a sociological study of patriarchy, Irigaray suggests 
"[pjatriarchal culture is based on sacrifice, crime and war. It is a culture that makes it 
men's duty or right to fight in order to feed themselves... men must kill to eat, must 
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increase their domination of nature in order to live or to survive" (5). In Party Time, 
for those men, like Terry, who in other men's eyes belong to "the number of men who 
can't control their wives" (IV，297), sexual domination over their wives at home is the 
only means to recompense the daily sense of defeat in their public lives with other 
men and to obtain a concrete sense of being in power. The dialogue of sadistic 
language provides much room for Terry's sexual fantasy. It also offers him temporary 
relief, as his daily sycophancy to socially superior men like Gavin has become 
unbearable: 
TERRY We've got dozens of options. We could suffocate every single one of 
you at a given signal or we could shove a broomstick up each 
individual arse at another given signal or we could position all the 
mother's milk in the world so that every baby would drop dead before 
it opened its perverted bloody mouth. (IV, 302) 
If taken out of context, Terry's speech seems to teem with the political references of 
the play and to address the issue of how torture is carried out in prisons. It is similar to 
the style of speech of Des and Lionel in Pinter's political revue sketch, The New 
World Order. The striking resemblance between the language of the anticipated 
sadism in the bedroom and the language of the state's torture suggests the effects of 
political terror on all levels of individual lives. This also explains how men with the 
same technique of violence assume control at both the political and domestic levels. 
Dusty's Submission: The Language of Sado-masochism 
Though Dusty is sometimes out of tune with her husband, her readiness to accept 
topics of sexual fantasy which her husband initiates proves her challenge ephemeral. 
It is the woman who fuels her husband's sexual fantasy by further engaging him in a 
sadomasochistic verbal exchange, and inviting his subjection of herself. The exchange 




man's invocation of a sadistic discourse draws out the woman's spontaneous 
masochistic response. Despite Dusty's sometimes subversive voice, she falls prey to 
the limiting power of such a discourse. In some ways, she is no different from the 
nymphomaniacs, Charlotte and Liz. 
DUSTY Perhaps you'll kill me when we get home? Do you think you will? Do 
you think you'll put an end to it? Do you think there is an end to it?[.,.] 
Do you think that if you put an end to me that would be the end of 
everything for everyone? Will everything and everyone die with me? 
[...]But will it be fun for me? Will it be fun? (IV, 301-2) 
Despite her insistent concern about the fate of her brother, Jimmy, which leads to her 
temporary defiance of Teddy, as shown below, her invitation for Teddy to kill her，to 
sexually dominate her, indeed digs the grave for her individuality. As Irigaray points 
out, "women or wives are guardians of [men's] corporeal unity" {The Irigaray Reader， 
49). Men need a "wife-mother," a "body-object which is there, which does not move, 
which he can go back to whenever he likes." Dusty is exactly fulfilling the wifely 
duties Terry expects of her. She offers to lift Terry's spirit with her masochistic 
submission, in spite of glimpses of her feminine dignity we got earlier in the play. 
Hence, as in Mountain Language and One for the Road, the socio-political oppression 
of the dissidents goes hand in hand with men's exploitation of women. 
Dusty's Politically Disturbing Voice 
Similar to many other Pinter plays, it is a woman in Party Time whose words ruffle 
men's calm. Dusty, Terry's wife, whose brother Jimmy has been put in jail apparently 
for political reasons, embodies the dissonance that Gila and Sara represent in the two 
previous plays. Several times she initiates topics regarding her brother's 
disappearance for general discussion, and tries to change the course of discussion, 
f 
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which men have so far dictated. In other words, she interrupts men's conversation, 
and introduces a topic of interest on her own agenda. 
DUSTY Does anyone know what's happened to my brother Jimmy? (IV, 
296) 
Twice, Dusty's similar query invites outrage from her husband. His response attests to 
the severity of Dusty's interruption of the party mood. In one of the instances, he 
lashes out, 
You just have to shut up and mind your own business, how many times do I have 
to tell you? You come to a lovely party like this, all you have to do is shut up and 
enjoy the hospitality and mind your own fucking business. How many more 
times do I have to tell you? (IV，287-8) 
Even the party host, Gavin, feels apprehensive: 
Nobody is discussing [Jimmy's whereabouts]. Nobody's discussing it, sweetie. 
Do you follow me? Nothing's happened to Jimmy. And if you're not a good girl 
I'll spank you. (IV, 284) 
Her interrupting and alarming remarks invite reciprocal interruption from men. They 
seek to re-initiate topics that have been derailed by Dusty's questions. Such topics, 
including what facilities the new club has, have a touch of superficiality but are 
instrumental to the installation of a fake sense of festivity in the party. Dusty's 
disregard for her husband's demand for her silence deeply undercuts the male 
discourse, and prevents the total muffling of dissidence. However, despite her 
opposition, she is still unable to find out the whereabouts of her brother in the end. 
Charlotte's Insinuations 
The widow Charlotte's voicing of her dissent is more subtle. In her conversation with 
Fred, she adeptly buries her indictment of the ruling regime without muffling it. Fred 
and she seem to be past lovers. As they start to reminisce about the past, she hints at 
the regime's responsibility in the death of her late husband, without interrupting their 
present topic of discussion. She naturally and subtly weaves pieces of her past with 
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her political statement. She runs her topic without ending the existing topic of 
discussion that Fred has raised in the first place. In this way she manages to 
circumvent men's "linguistic check" as she voices her opposition. As it is common 
wisdom that what is said in a Pinter play is not as important as what is unsaid, the rich 
subtext in Charlotte's chat with Fred reflects Pinter's dexterity in hiding Charlotte's 
real intent. On the surface the conversation looks very much like a polite chat between 
the ex-lovers, but the undercurrent of Charlotte's protestation is evident on a closer 
reading. When Fred asks about Charlotte's husband, the audience is led, falsely, to 
recall a similar chat between Jerry and Emma in Betrayal, which is laden with 
residues of their past sentiments and expresses their repressed feelings. Their 
conversation then surrounds the death of Charlotte's husband. Fred tries to politely 
express his sympathy, as he says it was better for Charlotte that her husband died of a 
quick illness. Eerily she pursues this line of talk, and remarks that a quick death is not 
necessarily better than a slow one. She further explains: 
Anyway, I'll bet it can be quick and slow at the same time. I bet it can. I bet 
death can be both things at the same time. Oh by the way, he wasn 't ill (IV, 306, 
my emphasis) 
We are given earlier to know the context of political crackdown on dissidents and 
Fred's role as one of those working for the regime. Hence, Charlotte's revelation that 
her husband did not die of a natural cause and her stare at him turn out to be in fact 
accusations of Fred's involvement in persecuting her late husband. What appears to be 
an exchange of the remains of their old passions takes on political meanings. 
Charlotte's true political indictment is yet to come. Fred and she are now joined by the 
couple Liz and Douglas. Billington (1996) suggests that the moment when Charlotte 
seems to return to the polite and formal talk befitting the party mood is when her 




Staring hard at him, she comments on his looks and asks 'How do you do it? 
What's your diet? What's your regime? What is your regime by the way?，By 
careful dramatic placing, the word ‘regime，一like 'agenda'—suddenly acquires a 
terrifying resonance. (1996，333) 
As Billington points out, Charlotte's subtle pun on the word "regime"~meaning both 
the fitness plan and the dictatorial administration~chastises Fred without threatening 
to violently tear off the veneer of the party, as the double meaning of the word does 
not ring in Liz and Douglas. To the couple, Charlotte's interest in the fitness regime 
provides the most suitable topic for their party talk. Charlotte hence voices her 
discontent loud and clear, out in the open, yet without causing the slightest 
disturbance to the festive mood of the party, i.e. without introducing a new topic or 
interrupting the conversation. Pinter here has translated his subtlety in dramatic 
dialogue into Charlotte's astute use of language. Despite her clever rebuke, however, 
women's censure is to no avail. Fred's comment that "[Charlotte's] language was 
always deplorable" (IV, 304) casually dismisses the value of women's speech. 
Moreover, Charlotte's momentary anger is due to her yearning for her dead husband 
and the culprit of his death. She has no long-term or detailed political agenda that 
would challenge men's power. 
Irony of Melissa's Authority 
The figure of Melissa is authoritative in the sense that her voice represents those of all 
women in the play. As the most elderly character, "the woman of seventy" gives one 
of the three speeches that bring the festive mood of the party toward a climax. The age 
of Pinter's characters is never arbitrary, as along with sex and name it is the only 
information stated in the dramatis personae. Melissa's age, i.e. seventy, makes her one 




those whose ages are specified.25 Along with her age, her fluency in giving speeches 
is another indicator of her authority. Nevertheless, her voice is ironically one in blind 
support of the ruling men. The very position she holds in society owes itself to men's 
approval. Pinter skillfully sandwiches her long closing speech between two of men's, 
that is, Terry's and Gavin's. It forms with theirs a smooth and jubilant concatenation. 
Moreover, her praise of the party and the new health club is subject to Gavin's 
sanction and endorsement and is thus not autonomous in its production of truth. In the 
overly-politicized private party, women's job is to lend unconditional support to men's 
cause, to second or subscribe to men's views: 
MELISSA Can I subscribe to all that has just been said? 
Pause. 
I would like to subscribe to all that has just been said. I would like 
to add my voice. I have belonged to many tennis and swimming 
clubs. Many tennis and swimming clubs. [...] The clubs died, the 
swimming and the tennis clubs died because they were based on 
ideas which had no moral foundation, no moral foundation 
whatsoever—But our club, our club~is a club which is activated, 
which is inspired by a moral sense, a moral awareness, a set of 
moral values which is—I have to say~unshakeable, rigorous, 
fundamental, constant. Thank you. (IV，310-1) 
Speaking with authority and energy, she has well adapted what she says to the male 
ears. Her speech is in absolute conformity with Terry's speech, which precedes hers, 
and Gavin's, which follows. In the male speeches, a sense of blind belonging prevails. . 
The former stresses the "gold-plated service" of the club, and the latter the "congenial 
company" of the attendees at the party (IV, 312). All the former female dissidence 
disappears. Gavin's subsequent compliment, "I'm terribly glad you've said all that," is 
a concrete reward to the "agreeable woman’，in a male-governed society. 
Examples of the other Pinter characters whose ages are unspecified but may be comparable to 




Disappearance of Women's Interruption 
The ultimate dissident, as the play finally reveals, is a man, Jimmy. Like the 
party-goers, he gives us a speech at the end, from an unspecified location, in the only 
scene that takes place outside the party. Incongruous with the other speeches, Jimmy's 
bears witness to the psychological impact of political persecution on a dissident, and 
brings to light the political theme of the play. 
JIMMY I had a name. It was Jimmy. People called me Jimmy. That was 
my name. [...] What am I? Sometimes a door bangs, I hear voices, 
then it stops. Everything stops. It all stops. It all closes. It closes 
down. It shuts. It all shuts. It shuts down. It shuts. I see nothing at 
any time any more. I sit sucking the dark. (IV，313-4) 
His naming is a reassurance of his former existence, but sadly to a world which has 
forgotten the likes of him, i.e. political dissidents, he no longer has a name or exists. 
The male dissident has given voice to his loneliness and pain, and indirectly accused 
the ruling regime and its allies at the party of either suppression or nonchalance. 
Contrastingly, the dissenting female voice, which interrupts the male discourse from 
time to time in the play, does not amount to much, as it all dwindles into Melissa's 
compromising speech . Melissa's observation of the turmoil outside the party does not 
develop into a political ideology opposite to men's. Nor is Charlotte committed to 
exposing men's dirty tricks. For Dusty, she is prevented from coming to full political 
awareness and thus resistance, as her husband limits her into the domestic sphere and 
traditional female role as meek wife. Liz finds it more gratifying to savor the verbal 
abuse of a fellow woman, a past acquaintance whom the latter considers "raped my 
beloved [man]" (IV, 291). This illustrates Pinter's view that, despite the female 




CHAPTER TWO. Sexual Difference in Language in Pinter's Plays of 
Marital Failure: The Collection, The Homecoming, Betrayal and A 
Kind of Alaska 
1. Sexual Difference 
Irigaray & Cixous 
In this chapter Luce Irigaray's and Helene Cixous' theories on sexual difference and 
feminine writing will be drawn on to illuminate the interpretation of women's 
language and position in Pinter's plays of marital failure. Kristeva aptly defines the 
phase of feminism focusing on sexual difference, which she calls the "second phase，，： 
The "second phase” women, who are primarily interested in the specificity of 
feminine psychology and its symbolic manifestations, seek a language for their 
corporeal and intersubjective experiences, which have been silenced by the 
cultures of the past.^^ 
In short, they are radically different from the first-phase feminists, whose tradition is 
continued with the Anglophone feminists' work on uncovering sexist practice in 
language discussed in Chapter One. The first phase is politically devoted, in fighting 
discrimination and drawing level with men. The two French feminists, to be drawn on 
here, reject the assimilation of women into a male subjectivity, in which they are 
perpetually alienated. To them women must be different for any social changes to be 
possible. 
In Irigaray's view, sexual equality, or sameness, is the wrong way toward the 
liberation of women. The fight for equal wages and rights in society, characteristic of 
the modem wave of feminism in her mind, only defeats the purpose of the feminist 
26 "Women's Time," in New Maladies of the Soul, 1995, p208. 
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women into history by devising a new mode of writing, a nascent language, which is 
radically different from the existing one that she considers exclusively men's. She 
further describes feminine writing: 
[F]eminine writing never stops reverberating from the wrench that the 
acquisition of speech, speaking out loud, is for her~"acquisition" that is 
experienced more as tearing away, dizzying flight and flinging oneself, diving. 
Listen to women speak in a gathering (if she is not painfully out of breath): she 
doesn't "speak," she goes completely into her voice, she vitally defends the 
"logic" of her discourse with her body: her flesh speaks true. She exposes herself. 
Really she makes what she thinks materialize carnally, she conveys meaning 
with her body. She inscribes what she is saying because she does not deny 
unconscious drives the unmanageable part they play in speech. 
All in all, Cixous' feminine language is one that reunites woman with her body, one 
that incorporates the non-verbal, non-linguistic aspect of language. Therefore, her 
purpose is to inscribe such sharply distinguishable feminine traits into the existing 
paternal discourse and hence to disrupt it with the pulsation of the feminine body. 
Although the two French feminist writers differ in many of their ideas，their similar 
concern with sexual difference and a feminine language justifies their grouping here 
under the title "feminists of sexual difference." Their stress on the need for a separate 
language for women and a new subjectivity helps us understand Pinter's plays of 
marital failure, in which women's grapples with their existence and with the language 
of men. 
, Women's Reality, Men's Language 




By expressing women's difficulty in being subjects in the paternal discourse, this set 
of four plays by Pinter emphasizes the need for a feminine discourse. In other words, 
they are radical confirmation of the need for another language, that is, a feminine 
language, which helps form the female subjectivity. Ruth, the oppressed wife and 
mother in The Homecoming, for example, would be able to express herself if there 
were a language that reveals her body, and, since there is not, she is not able to make 
clear her intentions to the men in Max's home. Likewise, in The Collection, Stella 
would be able to be understood, at least by the audience if not by the men in the play, 
should there be a powerful language accurate in its rendition of the female reality. 
Hence, the aura of mystery surrounding the women in these plays stems from the 
discrepancy between the masculine language and the feminine reality. The truth 
regarding the women is missing, because their realities disappear in men's language. 
The world of The Homecoming is, moreover, one in which men lose hold over their 
androcentric language and Ruth, the only woman, comes to reign in such anarchy, by 
appropriating the male registers to serve her purposes. Sakellaridou, in Pinter 's 
Female Portraits, contends that "Ruth speaks with authority and self-confidence" and 
“[w]hatever she has to say will come out as genuine self-expression and it is never 
falsified by male interference." Furthermore, "[h]er speech gains further significance 
if seen as an interruption of a male-to-male philosophical debate [...] Ruth forces her 
way into it, demanding her rights, setting up her terms, speaking her own language, 
establishing her real self，(1988，109). Although Pinter is far from having created a 
feminine language in The Homecoming, the need for and the possibility of another 
mode of expression, and therefore, sexual difference, are definitely emphasized. 
Plays of Marital Failure: Justifying the Grouping 




the role played by language in this failure. In The Collection, the husband suspects the 
wife of an extra-marital affair, and all the action of the play stems from his suspicion. 
Even though the affair might not have taken place at all, as it seems to be the jealous 
husband's imagination, the couple's marriage is seen to be failing as the trust between 
them breaks down. In The Homecoming, the son brings his wife to visit his father's 
home only to be separated from her, as she grows more attracted to the new home, 
and chooses to stay at the end of the trip. The couple's separation forms the backbone 
of the action of the play. Similarly, Betrayal centers around the affair between Emma 
and Jerry, each betraying a spouse. The failure of Emma's marriage and that of the 
affair itself constitute the substance of the play. The theme of failed marriage 
undergoes a slight variation in A Kind of Alaska, as it serves as the background of the 
play. Pauline and Hornby's marriage failed well before the play starts, as Hornby's 
strange fascination with the bed-ridden Deborah, his patient and Pauline's sister, 
estranged the couple. Though unmarried, Deborah finds herself virtually wed to 
Hornby, much against her wish, as the doctor has stayed by the side of her dormant 
body for decades, both as a responsible doctor and an impassioned husband. However, 
this virtual marriage, in the end of the play, seems destined to fail, as Deborah accepts 
everything Hornby has told her in great disbelief. 
The grouping here seems rather unusual at first glance. Few critics have treated the 
plays as a group, since they straddle different periods of Pinter's writing, and exhibit 
different dramatic styles. As critics have argued, Pinter usually experiments with a 
new style by first writing shorter plays, such as The Room, The Dumbwaiter and A 
Slight Ache’ and these short plays will later culminate in his major works, such as The 
Birthday Party and The Caretaker. When a cycle is finished, Pinter moves on to 




the next genre that follows his early comedies of menace. Landscape and Silence, his 
experiments, are again followed by the full-length plays. Old Times and No Man s 
Land. However, such neat schematization of Pinter's oeuvre only shows the general 
direction he has taken over the years, and seems to ignore the striking similarities 
between plays Pinter wrote in different periods. There are recurrent themes or 
obsessing concerns in many of his plays. An example would be the return in his late 
political plays to the theme of verbal terrorizing, which first appears in The Birthday 
Party. In what I dub Pinter's “plays of marital failure," we witness women trying to 
assert their difference and independence from men in various situations. In these plays, 
women have been assimilated into men's worlds and into their words, in which they 
are made to lose their true selves. Moreover, all the plays suggest no immediate 
solution to their plight, even if they do point to a much better but remote future for 
women. This future is one that would entail independent female subjectivity. 
2. The Collection-, the Drowning-out of Woman's Voice 
The Key Mystery & Stella，s Narrative 
A key mystery around which the unsettling mood of the whole play evolves is central 
to The Collection, as in many other Pinter plays. The relationship between the key 
mystery and Stella's alienation from the Symbolic is inextricable. Her plight of 
non-recognition, one similar to Davies’ in The Caretaker, is largely due to the men's 
disregard for her narrative concerning the dubious night in Leeds, on which Stella and 
Bill purportedly met and had a relationship. The suppression of her narrative is 
fundamental to the production of the ambiguity attributed to the play. It seems that 
within the play the various versions of the alleged sexual encounter between Stella 
and Bill in Leeds are mostly contributed by the latter and her husband, both of them 





the men，s const ruct ion, if not fabrication or imagination, of her infidelity. Pinter has 
here built a crucial opposition between the male perspective and Stella, integrity: if 
肌 are to trust Stella and see her as the victim, we must fight our usual complicity 
wUh the presumptuous male discourse. What the play portrays is a male-dominated 
process of arduous negotiation of the truth regarding Stella's treachery but to no 
Stella's Stolen Story 
Stella appears to be one of the two protagonists of the Leeds saga, and if U did not 
happen at all, then she would be the one who for 爹 reason has concocted the 
whole story. Therefore, she should be seen as the chief witness, or even the only one， 
rather than Bill, in W investigation of the truth of the Leeds night. However, 
Stella's only somewhat detailed account of the night con.es only • the end of the 
p,ay, when Harry, Bi l l , partner, pays her a sudden call to 畔est a verification of the 
.neged adultery. His approach is funnily similar to W , in that he first gives he. a 
creepy p W call to inst^ct he. not to go out. Prior to this point, Stella has only 
3po.en fragmented lines about the affair. Hence she speaks, in a way that sen.es the 
best interests of all four involved: 
STELLA I mean, Mr. [Bill] Lloyd was in Leeds, but I hardly saw h.m even 
S ™ ^ though we were staying in the s啦e hotel. I never met or 
spoke to him... and then my husband suddenly accused me of… 
it’s real ly been very distressing. (II，136) 
Her account is indeed — , compared to . en ' s . That Pinter has exercised rigor in 
holding back and reducing Stella's discourse renders her position more helpless in 
賺bat ing the male narrat ives . In the course of the play, moreover，U seems she has 
once cont rad ic ted her denial cited above: 
j 藤 S DO you mean anyone would have done? You mean U just 
happened to him, but it might as well have been anyone? 
STELLA. No. r 
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JAMES. What then? 
STELLA. Of course it couldn't have been anyone. It was him. It was just... 
something... (130) 
And, 
STELLA. I met him in Leeds, that's all. (131) 
This seems to be Stella's first admission to the audience, as she confirms “It was 
him." However, her response may arise out of James' continuous stressful questioning. 
Her uneasy confirmation proves not her affair, but her reluctant attempt to keep on 
playing the game of sexual fantasy James may have invented in the first place. That 
"It was him" is meant to sustain his imagination and the game, while the touch of 
hesitancy in her speech manifests her lost enthusiasm. At other times in the play, she 
speaks merely to engage James in conversations to avert the crisis in their marriage; 
otherwise, she remains silent. The audience feels that it has not heard enough of the 
woman side of the story. Nonetheless, her silence is seen as appropriate, as we are 
given to know that she has no control over what men, particularly her husband, would 
think and say about the incident, and due to the silencing of Stella the play ends 
exactly where it starts: in a cloud of doubt. 
Paternal Master Discourse: James，Account 
The play provides several major recaps of the unverifiable Leeds story, all through the 
mouths of men. They have drowned out the narrative of the only woman. James' 
account, which is based on what he claims Stella has said to him before the play starts, 
provides the point of reference from which all other subsequent narratives stem and 
deviate, and sets off the action of truth-finding in the play. 
JAMES You met her at ten o'clock last Friday in the lounge. You fell into 
conversation, you bought her a couple of drinks, you went upstairs 
together in the lift. In the lift you never took your eyes from her, you 




You stood with her in the corridor, looking at her. You touched her 
shoulder, said good night, went to your room, she went to hers, you 
changed into your yellow pyjamas and black dressing-gown, you went 
down the passage and knocked on her door, you'd left your toothpaste 
in town. She opened the door, you went in, she was still dressed. You 
admired the room, it was so feminine, you felt awake, didn't feel like 
sleeping, you sat down, on the bed. She wanted you to go, you 
wouldn't. She became upset, you sympathetized, away from home, on 
a business trip, horrible life, especially for a woman, you comforted 
her, you gave her solace, you stayed. [...] And then about midnight you 
went into her private bathroom and had a bath. You sang ‘Coming 
through the Rye'. You used her bath towel, pretending you were a 
Roman. (11, 124) 
Purportedly based on Stella's own words, James' narrative teems with amazingly 
minute details, even down to the color of the pajamas. He himself admits that "She 
didn't have much to say" when "[he] asked her to speak up" (II, 125). Doubtful as it is, 
the story leads to Bill's disbelief, as the latter ridicules, "You've got a devoted wife, 
haven't you? Keeps you well informed, right up to the minutest detail" (11, 121). We 
are led to doubt if James has invented the whole account, or filled in the gaps that 
Stella left open. Otherwise, she may have invented it just to gratify his erotic fantasy. 
Source of James'Account: Several Possibilities 
How much of the adultery account is faithful to Stella's original account remains a 
signature Pinter mystery. Given the hindsight The Lover provides, James，narrative 
may have largely stemmed from his own imagination, not Stella's words. Even if 
Stella has narrated a similar account, she may have done it only to gratify the 
husband's fantasy, as Sarah does in The Lover and it may be James' wishful thinking 
that Stella's story is a truthful one. The erotic fantasy of Pinter's male characters, such 
as Richard, Disson in Tea Party, Duff in Landscape and Nicholas in One for the Road, 




husband's sexual fantasy, and to spice up their uninteresting sexual life. In The Lover, 
written immediately after The Collection, Sarah is compelled to play the mistress of 
another man whom her husband, Richard, plays. All she has to do is to provide a body 
for the man. The husband alone writes their erotic history. Eventually, when he has 
had enough, he alone decides to put an end to all these afternoon trysts, without 
consideration for Sarah. Likewise, Stella's narrative, almost absent in the play, is 
related to us largely through James and Harry, who both claim to base their narratives 
on Stella's account. Stella, however, is "quoted" most of the time without being given 
a chance to speak for herself. It seems Stella is the final and only victim of the play, as 
she is beset with her husband's rebuke that she made the story up. It is most 
distressing that James holds Stella responsible for what she may not have said or done. 
We are led to believe that the diseased imagination of a jealous husband in a 
deteriorating marriage has led him to concoct his wife's story of adultery. Stella's 
silence is previously a connivance at his fantasy. In the end, her silence and her 
"friendly" and "sympathetic" look "neither confirming nor denying" his account is 
her helplessness before men's erratic behavior, as her narrative is no longer hers. 
Sexual Game 
An alternative interpretation is that the couple has agreed to play a game of betrayal, 
like the play-acting game between Sarah and Richard in The Lover. Both husbands 
seek gratification in imagining themselves to be cuckolds and their wives to be 
whores, and dictate the way the game is played. The major difference is that the latter 
couple executes the sexual fantasy, "under the table" (11, 167)，while the game is more 
verbal for Stella and James. The dubious similarity between the ways James and Stella 
excuse themselves respectively before the angered Harry further points to the couple's 
collusion in the game of erotic fantasy: 
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STELLA. I'm very sorry [...] that my husband dreamed up such a fantastic 
story, for no reason at all. [...] he's just not been very well lately, 
actually... overwork. (II，136) 
And, 
JAMES. My wife's not been very well lately, actually. Overwork. [...] I 
really think I ought to apologize for this silly story my wife made 
up. (II，143-4) 
The patterns of their excuses sound as if they are from a common script: each blames 
their spouse, but defends him/ her with the reason of "overwork." Also in the middle 
of the play when James professes his intent to meet up with Bill, the man who 
allegedly cuckolds him, Stella appears to be surprised that James' obsession with the 
game has grown out of control. A concocted story that is originally meant to add spice 
to their sexual life has grown out of the bounds of their family into the life of others. 
James is determined to play it to the full. The earlier part of the story is co-authored, 
but the later part, including James’ meeting with Bill, seems to be James' lone effort. 
Bill Lloyd, the protagonist in James' narrative, may have merely been dragged into it 
by James, since both Bill and Stella have separately denied their acquaintance and 
thus adultery. Bill's name may have only appeared on one of Stella's business cards 
she received at the dress collection in Leeds. Now James becomes the sole author of 
the narrative of her adultery. The wife is excluded from the previous co-authorship. In 
the end, James falls prey to his own imagination, when he asks Stella what the truth is. 
Perhaps a well-intentioned attempt to change their dreary marriage, his creative effort 
in making his wife a whore has developed into such obsession that reality and fiction 
have collapsed into each other. He starts to believe in what he imagines, or, as his 
imagination grows and appears to be increasingly plausible to him, he starts to truly 
suspect his wife of betrayal, an effect he did not intend when he set about the fantasy. 
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Bill's Varied Narratives & M e n � P o w e r Politics 
订 一 is creative in supplying his 麵 to Stella, account, then Bill's 一 
. c o u n t s excel all the same in C g i n a l i t . Moreover, B i l l , narrative is shifting and 
r e l i a b l e . His first account claims ignorance, as he says, “1 was nowhere near Leeds 
last week, old chap. Nowhere near your wife either, I'm quite sure of that，，（II，U9). 
彻 unexpected intrusion of a s仕等 has put Bill on C l e . denial, as he 
perceives, is the best w _ protecmmself. A f t e r C O 脈 s i n g with 她 e s f^^ ^ 
however，Bill soon sheds his initial posture of innocence 肌d ignorance. With reserve, 
he accepts James' account just to have fun: 
二 , All _ happened was... you were right, actually, about gomg up m the 
• 二 ： t out oftKe U., an . then , 二 二 ： 二 
[...]Anyway, we just kissed a bit, only a few mmu^es by he h f t， 
one about, and that was that—she went to her room. (H，124) 
He admits, “I’m telling you because I 'm utterly bored" (ibid), not because he Icnows 
the truth. BUI absolutely has no idea that a marriage is at st机 when he savors h . 
creative stories with his loose tongue,肌d Ian.es ta.es his every word seriously. His 
触 1 account s ta .s out to undo his e . U e . remarks，but soon he falls back upon Ms 
obsession with exaggeration and concoction. 
BILL I neve, touched her... we sat... in the 二 ： a ： 二 
h � ‘ . . … w e talked about it... we 二 ... ： 柳 
1 0等 . . n e v e r went mto her room … _ t a 二 
would do... if we did get to her room... two hours... 
touched... we just talked about it... (II，144-45) 
The latest version is . o r e disquieting than comfo血g，as he has yet supplied another 
to those that already exist. Although denying any Idssing or bodily contact, 
— d — i n s 一 e 一 ^^  
his contradictory sto.es calls every single word ofh is into question, and his always 
denial thus enHc.es rather than reduces the ambiguity ofStella's alleged a 斷. 
订 we understand that Bill's accounts depend on the changing circumstances，as his 
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first is to guard him against the menacing intruder, James, the second to poke some 
fun at him, now more or less an acquaintance, and the third to deal James a last blow 
and take revenge on him for the injury, then the whole play can be seen as the 
enactment of the power politics among men. Disguised as a pursuit after truth, the 
multiple narratives are the male language game that negotiates their power relations 
with each other. Within such verbal power play, James is constantly at Bill's mercy, 
since on at least two occasions he threatens to resort to physical violence to make Bill 
yield to his imperative that he offer an account pleasing to the wronged husband's ear. 
First, he "makes a sudden move forward", which results in Bill's "fall[ing] over a 
pouffe，，（II，123) and chuckles triumphantly. Later, on his second visit, his menace is 
straightforward, as he "throws a knife at Bill's face" and "cuts his hand’，（I，140). 
Both menacing acts are meant to overcome his power deficit against Bill, who 
possesses his wife's narrative. The play may have started out as James' appropriation 
of the woman's narrative, but as it develops, James is soon divested by Bill of his 
claim to the narrative. Anyway, Stella's narrative, now no longer hers, is the nexus 
among the male language power game. 
Harry's Distortion 
Bill may have become an unreliable witness through his multiple versions of the 
Leeds story, but his close male friend，Harry, is the only character Pinter shows to be 
outright lying in the play. The play is indeed Pinter's best demonstration of 
individuals' obsession with verification and, ultimately, the truth. Consequently the 
exchange of information among the various individuals relevant to the Leeds affair is 
detailed to show the impossibility of satisfying such desire for the truth. In most of the 
cases, the fragmented scenes and Pinter's selectivity in showing us only bits of 
dialogue have made it almost impossible to verify the information that one passes on 
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from a third party to another. Following his first encounter with Bill, James' 
subsequent citation of him before Stella is a case in point: "He remembered the 
occasion well. He was perfectly frank. [...] He entirely confirmed your story" (11, 
131). In the earlier scene, the abrupt ending of the two men's conversation, with Bill's 
last word "Lying," and the lack of James' exit mean that we have been shown an 
incomplete scene. What they further say regarding the Leeds night is deliberately held 
back, so we have no way to establish if James lies about Bill's account later in his 
conversation with Stella. Indeed, Pinter's dramatic language is so purposely vague 
that an extreme but possible interpretation is to see every character as a blatant liar. 
However, Harry's quotation of Stella seems to be a rare if not the only instance in 
which Pinter，s consistent effort in concealing truth and making verification 
impossible breaks. This lie is told, moreover, at the disadvantage of the woman. He 
says, "What she confessed was... that she'd made the whole thing up. She'd made 
the whole damn thing up. For some odd reason of her own" (II，142). Harry's citation 
of Stella is outright false. In the prior scene, Stella confides to him that James made 
the story up, in her own defense, and Harry shows no sign of incomprehension. 
However, in reaching the goal of clarification before an agitated James, Harry deems 
it necessary and acceptable to speak of the utter opposite, and in Stella's disfavor. 
Stella's original account is that James fancied the Leeds story, not she. Harry's 
distortion, by imputing the specious story to her, is an apparent attempt to please and 
pacify James, who has cut Bill's hand with a fruit knife and threatens to attack him 
with another in his pocket. 
Misogyny 
It seems a few possible reasons explain why Harry needs to distort what the woman 





Bill by giving James a more persuasive account than the one he has collected from 
Stella. Second, he distrusts Stella as a woman: "Women are very strange. [...] If I 
were you [James] I'd go home and knock her over the head with a saucepan and tell 
her not to make up such stories again" (11, 142). Therefore, the context of an all-men 
conversation gives free rein to his misogyny. Apparently due to his influence. Bill, his 
gay lover and disciple in the fashion business, also views women stereotypically and 
unfavorably: "Every woman is bound to have an outburst of wild sensuality at one 
time or another. [...] It's part of their nature" (II，139). In fact, this is the only 
occasion in the play on which the three men meet face to face and speak at the 
expense of the only woman. Third, like James whose partner is now suspected of 
infidelity, Harry may have also become jealous of Stella and hence seeks gratification 
by knowing and talking to whom has allegedly cuckolded him. Pinter indeed has 
subtly and sharply shown us the psychology of a jealous partner. The initial game 
between the heterosexual couple in the end becomes an affair between all men, who 
assume the rights to solve it only among themselves. All reasons above would suggest 
Harry's presumptuous attitude toward the female narrative and tendency toward 
bending or "correcting" it when necessary. 
Conclusion 
What's comforting for feminists is that men's master discourse fails to ground reality, 
despite its usual success. Stella speaks scantily in the play, but clearly truth resides in 
her, be it unspoken. The chasm before the male Symbolic and the female Real has 
never been so wide apart, until the end of the play, when Stella remains silent toward 
James' plea for an answer: 
JAMES That's the truth... isn't it? (II，145) 
Never before in the play has men's speech been so incapable of carrying truth. The r 
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truth of men's talk lies not in Stella's extra-marital affair, but in their own bias against 
a woman whose reputation they feel absolutely free to defile and smear. Women's 
different reality hence warrants the need for a different language. 
3. The Homecoming: Ruth's Shift between Her and Men's Languages 
The Homecoming is similar to The Collection in the sense that the voice of the only 
woman is inundated in a sea of men's voices. However, Ruth's situation is even more 
precarious. She is surrounded by five men, instead of three,, and Teddy's 
working-class family, shorn of any decency in speech, replaces the company of 
fashion designers in the previous play. 
Ruth's Difficulty in Speaking Herself: Alternate Fluency & Hesitancy 
Ruth's speech is marked by a shift between fluency and hesitancy. When imposing her 
terms on the male menage, her speech is compelling. 
RUTH. You would have to regard your original outlay simply as a capital 
investment. 
Pause. 
LENNY. I see. All right. 
RUTH. You'd supply my wardrobe, of course? 
LENNY. We'd supply everything. Everything you need. 
RUTH. I'd need an awful lot. Otherwise I wouldn't be content. 
LENNY. You'd have everything. ‘ 
RUTH. I would naturally want to draw up an inventory of everything I would 
need, which would require your signatures in the presence of 
witnesses. 
LENNY. Naturally. 
RUTH. All aspects of the agreement and conditions of employment would 
have to be clarified to our mutual satisfaction before we finalized the 
contract. 
LENNY. Of course. (Ill, 85) 




language, which is a traditional male domain, force Lenny into a position of passivity. 
Often aggressively vocal, he is limited to such simple responses as “[n]aturally and 
"[o]f course" and forced to accept Ruth's terms. Her appropriation of the male register 
is to turn the male language game against men themselves: she rivals men by 
abolishing their monopoly over the business discourse, which perpetuates male 
supremacy. However, despite her image as a strong and independent woman, she 
falters sometimes: 
Once or twice we went to a place in the country, by train. Oh, six or seven time. 
We used to pass a... a large white water tower. This place... this house... was 
very big... the trees... there was a lake, you see... we used to change and walk 
down towards the lake... we went down a path... on stones... there were... on 
this path. Oh, just... wait... yes.. • when we changed in the house we had a drink. 
There was a cold buffet. 
Pause. 
Sometimes we stayed in the house but... most often... we walked down to the 
lake... and did our modeling there. (Ill, 65) 
In this passage, Ruth's speech is studded with hesitations, as she reminisces about her 
past career of "modeling." The inconsistency in her speaking fluency is due to her 
difficulty in being a subject in a language that IS not hers, and giving full expression 
to herself, her reality, her past. On the one hand, she is determined to make her mark 
in the paternal history, so she tries hard to speak the paternal discourse in the best 
possible way as a man could, so that they feel her challenging if not disturbing 
presence. However, in this way, she merely takes on a masculine identity and does 
injustice to her femaleness. Therefore, on the other hand, she also tries hard to truly 
express herself and explores the possibility of a feminine language, a natural language 
that reconnects the female speech and body. The so-called hesitancy in her speech is 
the result of her attempt to translate her feminine reality into a male language. In the 
male Symbolic, femininity barely exists. If the feminine "language" is allowed a 




rhythms that disrupt the course of a fluent speech. The ellipses are indeed natural, as 
the body simply cannot always produce coherent speech continuously. Speech fluency 
ultimately depends on the materiality of the body, the tongue, lips and palate, for 
example, and varies with one's breath, one's saliva. But to solely speak in such a 
language would give easy opportunities for men to dismiss her talk as rigmarole. 
Therefore, Ruth is caught in a dilemma: whether to speak like men or not. 
Hollowness of the Male Sign 
As in The Collection, men in The Homecoming ramble. The difference is that men 
here speak aggressively to assault others, even though they belong to the same family, 
in order to carve out a fair share of their territory for survival. Pinter ironically points 
out the pugnacious nature of men and their language even in the friendliest setting as 
a family. 
LENNY. One night, not too long ago [...] a certain lady came up to me and 
made me a certain proposal. [...] The only trouble was she was falling 
apart with the pox. So I turned it down. Well, this lady was very 
insistent and started taking liberties with me down under this arch,[...] 
so I clumped her one. It was on my mind at the time to do away with 
her, you know, to kill her […]But... in the end I thought... Aaah, why 
go to all the bother. •. you know, getting rid of the corpse and all that, 
getting yourself into a state of tension. So I just gave her another belt 
in the nose and a couple of turns of the boot and sort of left it at that. 
RUTH. How did you know she was diseased? 
LENNY. How did I know? 
Pause. 
I decided she was. 
Silence. 
You and my brother are newly-weds, are you? (III’ 38-9) 
The quoted passage above is typical of Lenny's style of speech, which threatens to 
subdue Ruth and abolish her independence by verbal conquest. It is also symptomatic 




probably Active story, in which he "clumped [the lady] one", contains an easily 
discernible pitfall, as Ruth succinctly points out. By casting doubt over his knowledge 
of the lady's disease, the starting point of his verbose narrative, she undermines its 
basis in reality, and psychologically devastates his brother-in-law. The subsequent 
pause and longer silence are evident signs of his mental disquiet, which suspends his 
power of speech. His later explanation that “I decided she was [diseased]" is pure 
sophistry. In the end, after a long silence, he resorts to abruptly changing the topic of 
their discussion. 
Lenny's story manifests his feeble attempt to re-assert male dominance in the realm of 
language and his right to create the world by casually deciding "facts" for women. He 
also betrays a sadistic desire for women, by imagining his violent conquest over the 
"diseased" lady, and by threatening to inflict such violence on Ruth in the process of 
his narration. That he is a pimp by occupation^^ can be a source of his lack of esteem 
for women. He is an agent in the trade of selling women's bodies. To Lenny, woman 
is a character in the masculine narrative: he makes her. The lady's disease is in fact 
the germ of his diseased imagination.. To free woman requires Ruth's disruption of the 
singularity of the male narrative, and challenge of the male assumption in such a 
narrative that all women other than their mothers are potentially whores. The 
patriarchal world in which women's representation is based on male sexual fantasy 
needs Ruth's revision. 
Teddy's Trembling Voice of Philosopher 
In addition to Lenny's violent narrative, Teddy's philosophy is another male 
Later in the play, in the family's negotiation of prostituting Ruth, Lenny claims to be "giving [Max] 
a professional opinion" (III, 81). 
, 6 3 
64 
.discursive device to shape reality. In fact, Pinter shows us a multiplicity of male 
discourses only to accentuate their singular purpose in bending the world their way 
and annulling sexual differences. He considers that his academic papers, products of 
his superior intellect, are beyond his working-class family's comprehension. He 
claims, 
You wouldn't understand my works. [...] You're way behind. All of you. 
There's no point in my sending you my works. You'd be lost. It's nothing to do 
with the question of intelligence. It's a way of being able to look at the world. 
It's a question of how far you can operate on things and not in things. [...] see 
how certain people can view... things... how certain people can maintain... 
intellectual equilibrium. (Ill, 69-70) 
That lower-class people like Max, Lenny and Joey have not read his works 
demonstrates his exclusive access to a linguistic register that may signify social power. 
Moreover, when Teddy charges “[a]ll of you，’ with being unable to understand his 
works, it seems Ruth, who he admits has been "helpful" to him at the university in the 
US, is also excluded from his claim to academic superiority. Though different from 
the lower-class family, the woman is excluded all the same, since Teddy considers her, 
as a woman, to belong to the same marginal social group that fails to comprehend his 
intellect. In other words, woman is just another lower class to him. Moreover, the 
irony lies in the fact that as a philosopher, Teddy seems not to be able to philosophize. 
In one instance when he is accosted by Lenny with a philosophical question, he 
justifies his ignorance by saying, "[t]hat question doesn't fall within my province" (HI, 
59). This induces Lenny to dog him with yet another question: "But you're a 
philosopher. Come on, be frank. What do you make of all this business of being and 
not-being?" (Ill, 60) Again, his returning the question to Lenny proves his sterility, 
and the limitation of his scope of knowledge. Even his speech about his critical works, 
which is the only one bordering on philosophy, only shows how little Teddy's dry 
philosophy, if he does know any, can create bridges between himself and others. His 
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homecoming, which sets off the action of the play, becomes Ruth's. The wife feels 
easily at home, posing herself as the late mother Jessie, while it is her husband who is 
alienated at the end and silently leaves for his other home in the US. 
Family Voices: Max as Father, Teddy as Husband 
What men say is meant to bind Ruth to them, to make her accept herself as a male 
appendage. That with the exception of Teddy no one calls Ruth by her name shows all 
men see her as a woman, a type but not an individual. Before he is acquainted with 
Ruth, Max calls her "smelly scrubber," "stinking pox-ridden slut" and "filthy 
scrubber" (III, 49-50). However, after realizing Ruth is his daughter-in-law and a 
mother, he lavishes praises on her, somehow comically, calling her "first rate cook," 
"charming woman’，，"woman of quality" and "woman of feeling." Most important of 
all, he lauds her as a fertile mother of three. The male strategy of bringing a woman 
under control is to either to condemn her as a whore or to valorize or idolize her as the 
nurturing mother. Teddy's voice is one of a traditional husband's, as he says, "She's a 
great help to me over there. She's a wonderful wife and mother" (HI, 58). And, when 
he tries to talk Ruth into an early departure, he reminds her of her boys back in the US: 
"The boys'll be at the pool... now... swimming. Think of it" (III, 62). Their voices 
are brought in to ensure Ruth's assimilation into the male subjectivity and deny her 
independence. 
The Silent Narrative of Ruth's Mind 
Despite their aggression, the precariousness of the male language is shown by Ruth's 
controlled rhythm of revelation, above all, self-revelation. Ruth is the key mystery in 
this play. If the play can be classified as absurd in Esslin's definition, then Ruth's 
"motiveless" behavior gives rise to its absurdity. Throughout the play, she speaks to 
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Strike and shuts up to defend, and through such a strategy, no old ground is lost while 
much is gained. In the end, she reigns because men, especially the patriarch, Max, are 
left in a state of perplexity. The stupefaction in the minds of the male characters and 
the audience alike originates from Ruth's scanty words that are less than sufficient to 
explain her behavior. 
TEDDY. Are you cold? 
RUTH. No. 
TEDDY, ril make something to drink, if you like. Something hot. 
RUTH. No, I don't want anything. […] 
TEDDY. Why don't you do to bed? I'll find some sheets. I feel... wide 
awake, isn't it odd? I think I'll stay up for a bit. Are you tired? 
RUTH. No. 
TEDDY. Go to bed. Fll show you the room. 
RUTH. No, I don't want to. […] 
TEDDY. Well... Shall I show you the room? 
RUTH. No, I'm happy at the moment. […] 
TEDDY. Are you nervous? 
RUTH. No. (in, 29-31) 
As early as their arrival at Teddy's old home, the husband is already shown to 
constantly need to "draw Ruth out," and encourage her to speak in order to decipher 
her mind. Her frequent negation manifests her reluctance to speak. Moreover, while 
we have no idea as to what she is thinking, we do not have an impression that her 
mind is empty, or she is stupid. Respectively in the middle and near the end of the 
play, she enigmatically calls Lenny his full name "Leonard" and Teddy his alias 
“Eddie.’，As perplexed as the audience, Lenny protests immediately against being 
called by that name which only his dead mother used. 
LENNY. Don't call me that, please. 
RUTH. Why not? 








Don't become a stranger. 
TEDDY goes, shuts the front door. (Ill, 88) 
By using those names no one else uses, she may be trying to invoke the authority of 
the boys' late mother, Jessie, to establish her foothold in the family, or carrying out a 
secret stratagem, or even simply acting randomly. 
Through her mysterious acts and words, Ruth has rendered her thought inaccessible to 
the audience and to men alike. The men are confounded, as Max worries, "I've got a 
funny idea she'll do the dirty on us, you want to bet? She'll use us, she'll make use of 
us, I can tell you! I can smell it!” (Ill, 89). As she agrees to stay in the end, many 
interpretations can explain Ruth's behavior and her future fate, but not any is certain. 
With limited verbal means, Ruth writes her narrative, but the feminine discourse 
hence functions in totally different ways from the masculine discourse, by keeping 
ends open and defying any prediction of her next step. Pinter's purpose is to multiply 
or even maximize such interpretations, and preserve the true one or ones only in 
Ruth's under-disclosed mind. She may not keep her promises to prostitute herself. She 
can surely "do the dirty on [them]", as Max says. As she has left behind a family in 
the US, why can't she leave another in England? If it is possible to read Ruth as a 
helpless woman who gives herself in to men, Pinter has made it equally possible to 
read her as a powerful individual woman, a feminist. Therefore, The Homecoming 
portrays the transformation of the perspectives from which woman is seen. The 
masculine mother-whore dichotomy is translated into countless possibilities that a 
woman can be. From men, Ruth appropriates control over her narrative. 
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Ruth's Acts of Intimacy: Body as a Non-arbitrary Sign 
Ruth's story remains unwritten in words, but is vividly inscribed in her action. In fact, 
her act itself matters. In The Homecoming, Pinter has again played with our 
assumption that only words provide certainty and security. The audience's uneasiness 
is due more to Ruth's lack of explanations for so many of her acts than to the men's 
predatory verbal prowess. The question Pinter forcefully asks us is why we should 
feel uncomfortable with Ruth's seemingly whorish acts, only because she does not 
explain herself adequately. Ruth's liberal acts of physical intimacy with Lenny and 
Joey, her husband's brothers, suspend the verbal means of expression. In the 
meantime, her body serves as a disruption of the male discussion. She argues the 
ultimate reality lies not in men's linguistic game, but in the maternal caress and 
warmth, which are adequate expressions of love. Deprived of motherly love as Lenny 
and Joey are, Ruth mothers them. Words are only complementary and secondary to 
the bodily action. 
RUTH. Sit on my lap. Take a long cool sip. 
She pats her lap. Pause, 
She stands, moves to him with the glass. 
Put your head back and open your mouth.[...] 
LENNY. What are you doing? Making me some kind of proposal? (Ill, 42) 
Lenny is quite mistaken that Ruth's invitation is sexual: she is simply being motherly. 
She is posing herself as the family's new mother after the late Jessie, and trying to ‘ 
pamper him. The confusion is caused by her granting to a man the right to touch her, 
but Ruth's “proposal，’ is a mother's, not a whore's: a mother sits a child on her lap 
and fondles him. Later in the play, the mysterious two hours Ruth spends with Joey 
upstairs, in which he "didn't get all the way" or “go the whole hog" (III, 71)，is 
another proof that Ruth's various gestures are meant to be more motherly than sexual. 




more than cuddles or kisses on the cheek in showing her affection for Teddy's 
younger brothers. However, subsequently the men in the family respond with 
disbelief and outrage, as they obviously have misread Ruth's intention. They again try 
to verbally create the "reality" of what has happened in the two hours, which are not 
enacted in the play and thus withheld from the other men and the audience alike. This 
fervent discursive re-creation of the bedroom scene is done from a single male 
perspective, and at the expense of Ruth. 
JOEY. I've been the whole hog plenty of times. Sometimes... you can be 
happy... and not go the whole hog.[...] 
LENNY. The girl's a tease. [...] She's had Joey on a string. 
MAX. What do you mean? 
TEDDY. He had her up there for two hours and he didn't go the whole hog. 
Pause. 
MAX. My Joey? She did that to my boy? (Ill, 76) 
The men's reading of the bedroom scene reeks of machismo. Their conclusion, a 
typical male one, is that Ruth is a tease. 
However, Ruth's show of maternal love for Joey is the strongest naturally, since Joey, 
as Max's youngest son, must have suffered the most from the early bereavement of 
his mother. The finale of the play gives a picture of the mother reuniting with the 
youngest son. The stage direction says, "JOEY walks slowly across the room. He 
kneels at her chair. She touches his head, lightly. He puts his head in her lap" (III, 88). 
Although Lenny continues to misjudge Ruth, he is pampered in the same way earlier. 
LENNY kisses RUTH. They stand, kissing. [...] JOEY goes to them. He takes 
RUTH'S arm. He smiles at LENNY. He sits with RUTH on the sofa, embraces 
and kisses her. He looks up at LENNY.[…]He leans her back until she lies 
beneath him. He kisses her. He looks up at TEDDY and MAX. [...] LENNY sits 




Throughout the enactment of such stage directions, Joey does not stop 
misunderstanding Ruth's intimate acts with them, as he says, "she's wide open," 
“[s]he，s a tart," and “[o]ld Lenny's got a tart in here" (66-7). This scenario of the 
mother reuniting with the two sons abounds with stage directions, and shifts the 
emphasis from dialogue to the pure fleshly contact with the mother, which Ruth has 
initiated. Her body writes her narrative, inscribes her intention and brings herself into 
full being. This serves as a sharp contrast to an earlier scene in which Max asks Teddy 
to hug and kiss him, without finally hugging him, even though the son welcomes it:. 
MAX. You want to kiss your old father? Want a cuddle with your old father? 
TEDDY. Come on, then. […] 
TEDDY. Come on, Dad. I'm ready for the cuddle. 
MAX begins to chuckle, gurgling. 
He turns to the family and addresses them. 
MAX. He still loves his father! (Ill, 51 -2) 
Despite Teddy's frequent forthcoming invitations, Max cannot do what he proposed 
in the first place, due to his preoccupation with the verbal rather than physical 
affirmation of the familial bond. It is as if saying itself satisfies his desire to be 
reunited with his long-absent eldest son. 
Women's Genealogy 
Ruth's timely claim to the vacant maternal seat is to rediscover women's genealogy, 
which has been absent in patriarchal history. Luce Irigaray suggests patriarchy has 
prevented women from connecting with fellow women throughout history. She 
accuses men of having "murdered the mother，” of excluding women from history. She 
emphasizes "[t]here is a genealogy of women within our family: on our mothers' side 
we have mothers, grandmothers and great-grandmothers, and daughters. Given our 




and we are often persuaded to deny it” (1991, 44). One obvious example is the 
adoption of the father's family name for the children. The perpetuation of the paternal 
lineage has rendered women invisible throughout history and resulted in the sacrifice 
of the continuity of female ancestry for the maintenance of men's. In The 
Homecoming, Ruth's assumption of the motherly duties and succession to Jessie's 
position in Max's family is to ensure the continuation of the line of women there. Max 
has well pointed out the striking similarity between the old and new mothers, since 
they are both mothers of three male children. The aging patriarch also heaps praises 
on both mother figures, emphasizing their importance in nurturing the kids and 
maintaining the family. 
Bordering on a Women's Language 
The male language is radically exposed as inane, arbitrary and hollow-sounding. By 
sharply focusing on the materiality and reality of her female body, Ruth makes 
explicit the forgotten fact that the male linguistic signifiers are often not substantiated 
by the signified. Thus, the signs can be without content, or grounding in reality. On 
different occasions, she tries to call attention to her body: 
I was a model for the body. A photographic model for the body. (HI, 65) 
She chooses to reject Teddy's insistence that she has always been the same, as a 
nurturing mother and helpful wife. She also re-connects her with her body, while 
men's Logos always seeks to rein in the body. In one of her attempts to challenge the 
male obsession with words, she ends up speaking a highly “broken，，speech according 
to paternal norms. Throughout the male discussion of philosophy, mostly between 
Lenny and Teddy, Ruth largely maintains silence, which provides one of the key 
components of feminine talk. When she speaks, she asserts the feminine reality. 
Within her speech, the number of breaks reflects the mouth's need to replenish 
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mouth-water, the lungs' need to take new breaths, the jaws' need to rest, and the 
mind's need to think of the best-possible paternal signs to render her reality. It is not 
due to her timidity in expressing herself in front of the eloquent men, but a difficult 
effort to render the true state of the feminine being, which the Symbolic inhibits in the 
first place: 
RUTH. Don't be too sure though. You've forgotten something. Look at me. 
1." move my leg. That's all it is. But I wear." underwear... which 
moves with me... it... captures your attention. Perhaps you 
misinterpret. The action is simple. It's a leg... moving. My lips move. 
Why don't you restrict... your observations to that? Perhaps the fact 
that they move is more significant... than the words which come 
through them. You must bear that... possibility... in mind. (Ill, 60-61) 
Silence. 
Her speech is hesitant and broken by the male standard. To prevent the signs from 
turning rampant without grounding in reality, Ruth takes her time in articulation. The 
absence of a feminine language makes it difficult for Ruth to express herself, the 
feminine reality that body and spirit are closely connected. Indeed her speech pulsates 
with breaths and heartbeats, through the lavish incorporation of pauses into words. 
Although a feminine language is largely absent, Ruth's speech provides the best 
example of what is closest to women's language in men's language. The “Silence” 
following her speech is her silencing of men, and the manifestation of the power of 
her speech, which shakes up the very core of the patriarchal values. By relegating the ‘ 
importance of the words, she, like a mother, importunes the men against excessive 
abstraction and verbal debates. 
Conclusion 
The reason why it is so hard to understand Ruth is that she is so many women at the 
same time. Her image is one that deconstructs our stereotypical view of women. She 
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defies men's taxonomy of the women on the basis of their own sexual fantasy. Ruth's 
narrative is related to us through the combined use of words, and, more important, 
bodily acts. 
4. Betrayal: Finding Her Man, Finding Her Voice 
Emma's Plight 
Focusing on a female and two male characters, Betrayal is a play about Emma's 
extra-marital affair with Jerry, the best friend of her husband, Robert. Critics generally 
regard this play as "un-Pinteresque," as it traces back in time to the beginning of 
Emma's and Jerry's adultery. Dohmen remarks. 
It seems odd in view of Pinter's consistent preoccupation with time that he had 
never before staged events from the past. Rather, he had savored their 
ambiguities, depicting the past's influence upon the present as enhanced by its 
amorphous and mysterious nature.^ ® 
The retrospective structure of the play seems to give it a large degree of certainty and 
verifiability, and divest the play of the conventional Pinteresque mystery. Indeed the 
play verifies the affair for the audience, as it unfolds the events in a generally reverse 
chronological order (although it does go forward in time from scene one to two and 
from scene five to seven). If Emma's story were unraveled chronologically, we would 
see her final separation with Robert in scene one as well deserved. However, in the 
ending of the play, which is the beginning of the affair, we witness the cause of the 
affair: Jerry seduces Emma and professes his love for her. We are shocked to realize 
that in the affair she is not to blame, given the earlier revelation that Robert has also 
betrayed Emma for years. The bond between the male friends throughout the play has 
W. F. Dohmen, "Time after Time: Pinter Plays with Disjunctive Chronologies," in Harold Pinter: 
Critical Approaches, 1986, pl95-6. . 
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built up the sense of women's exclusion. Therefore, by changing the order in the way 
the story is told, Pinter has re-placed the emphasis on the woman's helplessness. 
The Man who would give Her a Voice 
Emma's double betrayal, that is, the betrayal of her husband with Jerry and that of 
Jerry with Casey (though the latter never appears) are her repeated attempts to find the 
right man for herself. Moreover, the man should be one who would preserve the 
female voice, and respect her independence. The helpless Emma, who seems to have 
only served to strengthen the male friendship, embarks on a new love's journey with 
the end of the marriage. The men she has been with are two publishers, and the man 
she is going to be with presumably is an author called Casey. In the play, there is a 
close relation between men and letters; to Emma, to be with a man is tantamount to 
writing her narrative. As seen from the play, Robert and Jerry understand very little 
about Emma. She rightly points out that Jerry sees the flat he and Emma meet in 
secret merely as one "[f]or fucking" (IV, 44)，not a home, and she needs to "cook and 
slave for [him]” (IV, 81). Their relationship is never equal. Hence, Hall remarks that 
Jerry "even tells Emma to objectify herself with his look" and “[b]oth Emma and her 
daughter are objects to be tossed around by men."^^ As for Robert, his confession that 
"I've hit Emma once or twice" due to “[t]he old itch" (IV, 33)，despite his own 
infidelity, makes clear his disrespect for his wife. At first glance, Casey may not look 
different from them. However, the hopeful difference lies in that Emma has “read，， 
Casey's works. She has read Casey, and entered his inner world. Contrary to him, the 
two male friends are never to be read or known. Robert, in particular, is the last one to 
reveal his betrayal, and has kept both his friend and wife in the dark till the last 
moment. Jerry feels especially cheated, as Robert told him neither of his own affair 
31 A. Hall. 1993，p80-l. , 
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nor of his knowledge of Jerry's affair with Emma. His fiirtiveness and stealth are also 
suggested in his secret reading of Emma's letter in Italy, and the secret grudge he 
harbors against Emma since the discovery. Despite Casey's or even Spinks，promise 
of hope, his connection to the men through the letters that serve male purposes has 
rendered Emma's future ambiguous. 
Words as Binding Forces 
It is the force of the words and literature that unite Emma and Jerry, and leads to 
Robert's uneasiness after the unhappy trip to Italy. At the lunch with Jerry, the 
best-fiiend-cum-adulterer, Robert vents his frustration, by attributing the lovers' 
attraction toward each other to the power of literature. His agony leads him to confess 
that, 
I’m a bad publisher because I hate books. Or to be more precise, prose. Or to be 
even more precise, I mean modem novels, first novels and second novels,[...] 
all in the name of literature. You know what you and Emma have in common? 
You love literature. I mean you love modem prose literature, I mean you love the 
new novel by the new Casey or Spinks. It gives you a thrill. (IV，97) 
Strong dramatic irony and Pinter's signature subtext underlie his speech: we know 
Jerry has completely no knowledge of what sparks his friend's ire, although he can 
tell that Robert "must be pissed” (IV, 97). Robert is, of course, crying foul over the 
betrayal, with carefully-measured expressions that do not arouse Jerry's suspicion. 
Later at the lunch, he even, comically and ridiculously, gets angry at the brandy they 
are dririking, because “it stinks of modem literature" (IV, 98). In Robert's mind, 
literature is to be blamed for his cuckoldry: it provides a shared space in which the 
lovers create a treacherous relationship at his expense. Robert is excluded because he 
humbly believes he does not share the same taste or refinement. Hence, he sees 




praise of the writer Casey as "a first-rate writer" (IV, 99) whom he will devalue later, 
anticipates Emma's new relationship with Casey, probably also out of her admiration 
for his literary talent, as the bond of letters is so emphasized in the play. 
Jerry's Limitation as a Creator of Images: the Victim of Knowledge 
ROBERT [...] you didn't know very much about anything, really, did you? 
(IV, 33) 
Speech is knowledge: one does not know as s/he is not told. Although said in the past 
tense, Robert's remark above continues to hold true for Jerry, who somewhat looks 
like Stoppard's Rosencrantz or Guildenstem. If Emma is the inflictor of a double 
betrayal, then Jerry is doubly betrayed by his lover and his friend, Emma and Robert, 
who purposely withhold information from him and put him in the dark. Hence, the 
critic Diamond suggests: 
Emma and Jerry betray Robert, but Robert betrays Jerry in concealing that he 
knows about the affair, and Emma betrays Jerry by concealing Robert's 
knowledge.32 
In addition, Jerry was not given to know that Robert had betrayed Emma for years, 
either. He only comes to such knowledge at the same time when Emma reveals to him 
her split with Robert. In the present, moreover, he still does not know if Judith has 
betrayed him, or if Emma has an affair with Casey. Jerry goes on living in a veiled 
world. In the second and chronologically last scene, Jerry's outrage at Robert's pose 
of nonchalance evidences his frustration with his long-time ignorance: 
JERRY sits up. 
JERRY Why didn't she tell me? 
ROBERT Well, I'm not her, old boy. […] 
JERRY Then why didn't you tell me? 




ROBERT Tell you what? 
JERRY That you knew [I cheated on you]. You bastard. 
ROBERT Oh, don't call me a bastard, Jerry. 
Pause. 
JERRY What are we going to do? (IV，31 -2) 
Ludicrously, the adulterer speaks to the husband in a tone of condemnation, and 
insults him, as if he is the party most wronged in the love triangle. He can be 
compared to Pinter's former victims who suffer a lack of knowledge about the world, 
such as Gus in The Dumbwaiter or Davies in The Caretaker. 
Indeed, as a literary agent "talented at uncovering talent," Jerry is quite capable of 
creating beautiful images verbally, effectively influencing others and thus 
constructing the world around himself, but outside of his world of words, there is a 
another world that is simply beyond his control. Diamond calls him not only "a 
professional image maker," “a hero of fiction," but also "poser turned loser... aging 
and hung over” (208). With his words, he wins Emma in the last and chronologically 
first scene: 
You're lovely. Pin crazy about you. All these words I'm using, don't you see?, 
they've never been said before. Can't you see? I'm crazy about you. It's a 
whirlwind. Have you ever been to the Sahara Desert? .... Look at the way you're 
looking at me. I can't wait for you, I'm bowled over, I'm totally knocked out, 
you dazzle me, you jewel, my jewel, I can't ever sleep again, no, listen, it's the 
truth, I won't walk, I'll be a cripple, I'll descend, I'll diminish, into total 
paralysis, my life is in your hands, that's what you're banishing me to, a state of 
catatonia... the state of ... where the reigning prince is the prince of emptiness, 
the prince of absence, the prince of desolation. I love you. (IV, 115) 
His words are indeed powerful. On the contrary, throughout the play, we can get a 
sense that Jerry is too quick to reveal himself with an out-pouring of words of vivid 
images. In two of his other long speeches in scenes one and six, he wastes no time in 
verbalizing respectively his wonder at Robert's concealment of his own betrayal, and 
57 
78 
his panic over the loss of Emma's letter of reply from Italy. Moreover, his rash and 
impulsive move of sending a letter to Emma in Italy results in Robert's interception of 
it and thus discovery of the affair. The letter serves as a pun, and has the double 
meaning of an alphabetic symbol and a written correspondence. It is thus a metaphor 
of his eagerness to express his passions for Emma. The other side of his impressive 
verbal power is his complete self-disclosure and lack of self-concealment. He is the 
most vulnerable to information deficit among the trio，as Emma and Robert know how 
to protect themselves by means of concealment. Jerry surely wants to cover up his 
affair, but he lacks the means, as his unwise letter shows. 
Reading as Writing 
For a book-lover such as Emma, the process of reading is reading her meanings into 
the books: she is actively involved in creating meanings of books, either Spinks' or 
Casey's. She dares to form opinions about books she has read and defies male 
readings. Meanwhile, she actively tries to live out, to author her own life. Life and 
writing are juxtaposed in her exchange with Robert: 
ROBERT Oh... not much more to say on that subject, really, is there? 
EMMA What do you consider the subject to be? 
ROBERT Betrayal, 
EMMA No it isn't. 
ROBERT Isn't it? What is it then? 
EMMA I haven't finished it yet. I'll let you know. (IV, 63) 
Literally, Robert sees betrayal as the subject of Spinks' book, which Emma has said 
she likes, but Emma tries to correct him, as she considers it to be about something she 
still does not know and has no name for. At a deeper level, Robert is insinuating that 
Emma has betrayed him and she likes that, while she responds by suggesting that her 
affair with Jerry may not be betrayal. No doubt she has betrayed Robert, but from her 
perspective it seems the affair may well be her relief, her drive toward independence. 
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The clash of points of view is evident. Moreover, as we are not given any means to 
verify the subject of Spinks' book, perhaps it is about betrayal. By denying it, Emma 
posits a view that maybe women's so-called betrayals of their husbands make up only 
the male side of the story. The feminine perspective, however, remains unnamed. As 
is her reading of Spinks’ book, Emma's story is unfinished. As she goes on life's 
journey, she continues to read. It demands further representation, further expression. 
Male Linguistic & Literary Bond 
Robert, in overcoming his shock of discovering Emma's affair on their trip to Italy, 
first expresses his anger with restraint by affirming his friendship with Jerry. The 
affirmation serves as a calculated reproof that snaps at Emma without directly 
broaching his knowledge of their affair. 
ROBERT He used to write to me at one time. Long letters about Ford 
Madox Ford. I used to write to him too, come to think of it. Long 
letters about... oh, W. B. Yeats, I suppose. That was when we 
were both editors of poetry magazines. [...] We were bright young 
men. And close friends. Well, we still are close friends. All that 
was long before I met you. Long before he met you. (IV, 68) 
His emphasis is not only on his camaraderie with Jerry, but also on such comradeship 
based on the letters. On discovering Jerry's secret love letter to Emma, he is caught 
between two allegiances, to his friend and wife, and two jealousies, as a husband and 
a friend. Both have wronged him but only one can be pardoned if he is to maintain a 
favorable position in a triangular relationship. His jealousy of his wife, coupled with 
his somewhat built-in misogyny, finally reinforces his almost homoerotic relationship 
with his friend. This later leads him to profess, "I've always like [Jerry] rather more 
than I've liked you. Maybe I should have had an affair with him myself (IV, 72). The 
invocation of the letters that the friends allegedly exchanged aims to undermine the tie 
between the lovers, which Robert believes to be founded on a letter. Men's monopoly 
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over language is further pointed out, as he claims that the letters he wrote were about 
Yeats, an eminent man of letters, and he once partnered with Jerry in the world of 
letters. The alliance among men by means of language is hence reiterated 
unequivocally. In Robert's view, words, like playing squash, unite men by excluding 
women. Language serves to consolidate paternal ties and perpetuate women's 
marginal position in the Symbolic. 
Conclusion 
After knowing the affair, Robert adopts a strategy of maintaining his friendship and 
ignoring his marriage. His marriage with Emma is maintained only to keep the family 
intact, for the benefit of their children. In Scene Four, the only scene in which the 
three converse throughout, his misogyny breaks forth: 
ROBERT I mean a game of squash isn't simply a game of squash, it's rather 
more than that. You see, first, there's the game. And then there's 
the shower. And then there's the pint. And then there's lunch.[...] 
You don't actually want a woman within a mile of the place, any 
of the places, really. You don't want her in the square court, you 
don't want her in the shower, or the pub, or the restaurant. (IV, 57) 
Emma's plight is that she needs to try very hard to find herself in a world in which 
male collusion works against her. She needs to create her own meanings, in a 
language that marks her subjectivity. 
5. A Kind of Alaska: Dispossession of Deborah's Narrative 
Introduction 
A Kind of Alaska is the most recent play considered in this chapter. It portrays a 
woman coming face to face with the harsh reality of a changed world and, above all, 
her aged body. As it starts, Deborah, the protagonist, wakes up twenty-nine years after 
sinking into a semi-comatose state in her teens. She tries and at the same time resists 
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coming to terms with reality. In her now 45-year-old body, she re-enters the symbolic 
and learns the language that befits her as a middle-aged woman, and that she never 
had a chance to leam during her reproductive years, which she has slept through. As 
she reluctantly recognizes the need to pick up a more mature way of speaking, she is 
also compelled to accept the changes in reality, including her mother's death, her 
father's blindness, her elder sister's forced spinsterhood and younger sister's being 
married but then widowed. Her world is torn between the past and the present: her 
mind stays in her adolescence, and her body has entered her forties. The reality is 
forced upon her, more important, by the male doctor, Hornby. He divorced her sister, 
Pauline, who is now "widowed," in order to stay by Deborah's bedside. However, his 
voice in the play represents one of a single, authoritative Truth, masculine and 
paternal, which smothers women's multiple truths. His representation of the world to 
Deborah is shown to be inconsiderate of Deborah's feelings, which remain fragile and 
vulnerable as she wakes up to this shocking world. 
The Unrepresented Female Experience 
The play is powerful and accurate in its rendition of the female experience. Critics 
have lavished acclaim on i t ]�. Billington hails it as “a play that, even on first 
acquaintance, struck me as a masterpiece" (1996, 280). The poignant truth of 
Deborah's predicament accounts for the power which Billington has imputed to the 
play . Her tragedy lies in her need at the age of forty-five to re-enter the paternal 
language and reality that negate her own experience. Men's linguistic rules fetter her 
freedom. The critic, Ann Hall, rightly argues that "Hornby, who has remained with 
Deborah throughout her life, possesses her narrative, or so he thinks. He has nothing 
“ E . Sakellaridou, 1988, p203. , 
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to fear from this awakened woman, since he possesses the story of her existence.，，34 
Every word to be written about Deborah's life is contained in her case history, clearly 
at Hornby's disposal. Her experience of living halfway between life and death finds 
no space in his scientific discourse: 
DEBORAH It's a vast series of halls. With enormous interior windows 
masquerading as walls. The windows are mirrors, you see. And so 
glass reflects glass, For ever and ever. 
Pause. 
You can't imagine how still it is. So silent I hear my eyes move. 
(IV, 189) 
And, 
DEBORAH But sometimes it opened and I was so light, and when you feel so 
light you can dance till dawn and I danced till dawn night after 
night, night after night... for a time... I think... until... (IV, 175) 
The two passages are typical of women's narratives, as well as being descriptions of 
the "Alaskan landscape." Though interspersed with the doctor's logical discourse 
throughout, her narratives defy any understanding in the terms of the former. By her 
so-called sickness, Deborah has actually taken flight into another realm, a boundless 
realm in which a woman freely creates herself. All walls there are windows, that is, 
openings into other spaces. The world is made up of free space, and is totally 
transparent. Everywhere she goes she sees herself in the ubiquitous glass windows, 
which serve as mirrors (unlike the present context in which she dare not even look at 
herself in a mirror). Her infinite dancing manifests the freedom she enjoys, and the 
complete command over her own body. In the present, her relationship with her body 
is mediated by the doctor, who claims to know her body better than she does. The 
injection is moreover a forceful interference with such a relationship. However, 
Deborah's voice of youthful innocence and feminine multiplicity is silenced by 
Hornby's narrative of singular truth, which will be discussed later. The ironic fact is 
A. Hall, 1993，p85. r 
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that Deborah maintained a certain degree of consciousness during her sleeping 
sickness, so she still felt, sensed and perceived. Now that she has woken up, she 
surely has her own story to tell. The doctor's diagnosis and prescription replace it, no 
matter what. 
Reality as Constraint on Female Subjectivity 
The state of being wide "awake," conscious and rational is, to the woman, a prison. 
DEBORAH Fve obviously committed a criminal offence and am now in 
prison. I'm quite prepared, to face up to the facts. But what 
offence? I can't imagine what offence it could be. I mean one that 
would bring... such a terrible sentence. (IV, 166) 
The title already implies that the realm of the female imaginary, in which women can 
freely move, exists nowhere. There are suggestions that Deborah has been forcefully 
awoken against her will. A woman indeed lives between life and death, between a 
dreamland and the real world that men have constructed as theirs. As she was 
formerly in a semi-comatose state and “would suddenly move of [her] own volition 
very quickly [...] for short periods" (172), fragments of what others did to her 
formerly still occur to her. The treatment the doctor(s) applied to her is particularly 
haunting, as she speaks of it with fright and incomprehension: 
DEBORAH Oh... well... oooohhhhh... oh no... oh no... Let me out. Stop it. 
Let me out. Stop it. Stop it. Stop it. Shutting the walls on me [...] , 
the light is going. The light is going [...] Chains and padlocks. 
Bolting me up. Stinking. The smell [...] It's a vice. I'm in a vice. 
It's at the back of my neck. (188) 
The violence of her involuntary hospitalization and treatment is not unlike the 
traumatic experience that Aston recalls in The Caretaker. However, Aston 
experienced it with his full consciousness; to Deborah, it was perceived in the midst 
of her sleeping sickness, in which she only maintained some consciousness. Yet, it is 
no less shocking, as the feelings of being shut in and clutched with a vice are most 
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vividly conveyed. These well-intentioned attempts at bringing her back to 
consciousness are seen by Deborah as devastating to her peace of mind. 
The Male Shock 
At certain points, the play suggests Hornby's injection, which has awakened Deborah, 
is a bane rather than a boon for the woman. Contrary to Sakellaridou's view that the 
doctor harbors “a simple love, pure kindness and sincere d e v o t i o n , H a l l suggests 
‘“the lovely injection" he administers to Deborah... is not just a kiss that awakens 
Deborah but [penile] penetration. Hornby,s fluid establishes a more intimate contact 
with his sleeping b e a u t y . B y fluid, Hall may well have semen in mind. Therefore, it 
is possible that the doctor's divorce of his wife in order to devote all his energy to the 
cure of her sick sister is explained by "the motives of a man who has taken a 
comatose woman as a love object，’’ who "provides Hornby with the perfect mirror" 
and does not "challenge his fantasy of autonomy.”孑了 Hornby can thus be seen as the 
guard for the prison of female subjectivity. As an embodiment of medical knowledge, 
paragon of all paternal, authoritative discourses, Hornby prescribes what is good for 
Deborah. He asks her to "[b]e calm’，and not to "agitate yourself (IV, 165). His 
speech is presumed to fill in the emptiness of Deborah's subjectivity. The 
doctor-patient hierarchy, analogous to the male-female and the adult-child hierarchies, 
is firmly put in place. His frequent importunity of Deborah to hear and listen to him is 
a case in point: 
HORNBY Can you hear me? (IV, 154) 
HORNBY I would like you to listen to me. (IV, 155) 
E. Sakellaridou, 1988, p210. 
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HORNBY Deborah. Listen. You're not listening. (IV，182) 
Later in the play, he poses as the model, the authority, or the only reality, as he 
instructs Pauline to speak both lies and truth to her sister, only to preserve the last 
word, the voice of truth, for himself: 
HORNBY [Pauline] has never forsaken you. Nor have I. 
Pause. 
I have been your doctor for many years. This is your sister. Your 
father is blind. Estelle looks after him. She never married. Your 
mother is dead. 
Pause. 
It was I who took the vase form your hands. I lifted you onto this 
bed, like a corpse. Some wanted to bury you. I forbade it. I have 
nourished you, watched over you, for all this time. (IV, 184) 
His concern when speaking is to be correct and not to err. The logic of science is 
rigidly maintained in his speech. 
DEBORAH But you mean I've been dead? 
HORNBY If you had been dead you wouldn't be alive now. 
DEBORAH Are you sure? 
HORNBY No one wakes from the dead. (IV, 164) 
He has a tendency toward being correct himself and correcting others' mistakes as 
well. 
Alaska VS A Kind Alaska 
Hornby names Deborah's comatose state "a kind of Alaska." Although the phrase 
reduces her experience into a signifier, its meaning is never reified, or stabilized. On 
the contrary, it only points to the precariousness of the signifier, and thus the 
irreducible and unnamable reality of Deborah's twenty-nine years. Alaska is both a 
removed state of the US and a comatose state in Deborah's life. They both suggest 
iciness, lethargy and isolation. Alaska also symbolizes women's state. Even now, 
Deborah inhabits a kind of Alaska, an exotic and indefinable feminine place unknown 
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to the masculine world, to which the doctor belongs. For an educated adult like 
Hornby or Pauline, Alaska, though faraway, may not stand for the perfect unknown; 
however, for Deborah, who might not have finished high school, it does represent 
mystery and exoticism. Therefore, when Hornby applies this name to her coma, he is 
perfectly aware that he is telling her a story, as a parent does at his child's bedside: 
HORNBY You were an extremely intelligent young girl. All opinions 
confirm this. Your mind has not been damaged. It was merely-
suspended, it took up a temporary habitation... in a kind of 
Alaska. (IV, 184) 
Hornby knows that Alaska means the unknown to Deborah, and women cannot be 
known in their discourse, even though men keep on trying to bring them down to their 
words. The realm where Deborah has been, and her story there, so fascinatingly 
multifarious, cannot be represented by Alaska, but a kind of Alaska. The phrase “a 
kind o f in the title does justice to women, as it has a touch of uncertainty and 
variability. 
Limitation of the Male Representational System 
Hornby definitely has difficulty in explaining Deborah's symptom to her. When he 
says, "although I use the word sleep, it was not strictly sleep," she retorts immediately 
by pointing out his contradiction: “you thought I was asleep but I was actually awake" 
(IV, 170). Later, he tries again, as he calls her state "[n]either asleep nor awake" (IV, 
171). When asked if she was dreaming, he simply returns the question by asking 
‘‘[w]ere you?" (ibid) All his difficulties in naming the sickness for the female mind 
point to the absence of linguistic signs in representing the female truth. Ironically, the 
proper medical term, “encephalitis lethargica” (151), is mentioned only on the 
introductory page, which Pinter writes to explain the source of the play, but it never 
appears in the dialogue between the doctor and patient. The disuse of the term implies 
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that it is no more useful than common names such as "sleeping sickness" for 
Deborah's understanding, and would only violently translate her former "Alaskan 
state，，into something quite different. "Sleeping sickness," however, seems to denote a 
meaning entirely ridiculous to Deborah, as she debates: 
HORNBY You've been asleep. 
DEBORAH Oh, you keep saying that! What's wrong with that? Why shouldn't 
I have a long sleep for a change? I need it. My body demands it. 
It's quite natural [...] I was simply obeying the law of the body. 
(IV, 163) 
To her, sleeping is a natural response to the calling of the body. It cannot be a sickness. 
She also affirms the intimate relationship between woman and her body. If the play 
can be interpreted as a fable about the sexual difference, then Deborah's Alaska is 
only a metaphor of women's universal feeling of alienation in the paternal society 
governed by a language in favor of men. 
The Feminine Narrative 
Pauline, Deborah，s sister, is yet another contrast with Hornby. Her consultation of the 
doctor's advice as to whether she should relate "truth" or “lies” to her sister reflects 
her meticulous concern with Deborah's mental state. The poetic power of the story 
that she tells Deborah demonstrates her masterly finesse in burying truth deeply 
beneath fiction without smothering it. In it truth does not cease ringing. This indeed 
provides the perfect resolution to Pauline's plight: to cheat her own sister would be 
against her conscience, while revealing to her the naked truth, say, of their mother's 
death, would be equally ruthless. 
PAULINE Everyone was so happy. I spoke to them all, in turn. They're 
away, you see. They're on a world cruise. They deserve it. It's 
been so hard for them. And Daddy's not too well, although in 
many respects he's as fit as a fiddle, and Mummy... It's a 
wonderful trip. They passed through the Indian Ocean. And the 
( 
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Bay of Bosphoms. Can you Imagine? Estelle also... needed a 
total break. It's a wonderful trip. Quite honestly, it's the trip of a 
lifetime. They've stopped off in Bangkok. That's where I found 
them. I spoke to them all, in turn. And they all send so much love 
to you. Especially Mummy. (IV, 177-8) 
Pauline's metaphorical description of the family's emotional journey sounds like 
Around the World in Eighty Days. Though not stated straightforward, the sound of 
truth resonates. The Bay of Bosphorus and Bangkok, again names of exotic places, 
are evoked for the comfort of the ears of the teenage-minded Deborah. They represent 
the family's emotional Alaska. Since Deborah's sickness, all family members have 
traveled a long way, and indeed metaphorically around the world, on a kind of cruise. 
It is indeed literally the trip of a lifetime, an excruciating psychological journey that 
they have endured for the best parts of their life. Pauline may not have spoken to all of 
them as she claims, but emotionally they are all united and speaking to one another 
spiritually and constantly. Their love for Deborah is profound and assumed. That she 
singles out their mother also provides a clue to the truth: her death. Her speech 
remotely resembles the feminine language. She has taken good care of Deborah's 
psychology without mocking her teenage intelligence, and struck a balance between 
what Hornby calls truth and lies. Her story is a decent lie as well as an 
easy-to-swallow truth. After all, she may be simply telling truth in her own language, 
not men's. 
Conclusion 
Deborah's closing speech is distressing. It makes obvious the split in her self. 
She looks at HORNBY. 
DEBORAH You say I have been asleep. You say I am now awake. You say I 
have not awoken from the dead. You say I was not dreaming then 
and am not dreaming now. You say I have always been alive and 
am alive now. You say I am a woman. F 
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She looks at PAULINE, then back at HORNBY. 
She is a widow. She doesn't go to her ballet classes any more. 
Mummy and Daddy and Estelle are on a world cruise. They've 
stopped off in Bangkok. It'll be my birthday soon. I think I have 
the matter in proportion. 
Pause. 
Thank you. (IV, 189-90) 
Her conception of the world blends together a repertoire of elements: the “facts” 
Hornby has imposed on her, Pauline's story regarding her family, her immediate 
perception of the world before her, her similar perception in the semi-comatose state, 
and her own teenage memory. In her world, fiction and facts, and different voices 
co-exist. "You" dominate and pre-exist "I" in the first half of the monologue. Hornby 
makes her，and decides for her who she is. Her self is formed, or rather, re-formed by 
others. Finally, her voice, existing as independent, emerges, as for the first time she 
uses “1” to start the sentence. Ironically in this final speech that asserts who she is, the 
representation of the dreamy images that she claims have appeared to her when she 
was sick is entirely missing, and it seems she has consciously repressed them and 
discarded them as unreal and unhelpful in coming to grips with reality. Her self thus 
constructed is untrue and she is even unable to be true to herself as she resists the 
temptation of looking at herself in a mirror. She has forgone her image in the mirror, 
and thus she has not experienced the illusive unity with herself. At the end of the play, 
as she succumbs to the pressure of Hornby's version of reality, she ceases being 




CHAPTER THREE. The Poetry of Forming Selves from the Past in 
Pinter's Memory Plays: Landscape, Silence, Old Times and Ashes to 
Ashes 
1. The Semiotic Language, Memory & Women 
Kristeva's Abolition of the Woman 
Kristeva's notion of the woman is the most useful yet perhaps most detrimental to the 
feminist cause. According to Moi, Kristeva herself disclaims any relation to feminism 
& politics, as she seems to openly criticize the movement: 
To believe that one “is a woman" is almost as absurd and obscurantist as to 
believe that one "is a man." (Quoted in Moi, 163) 
In "Women's Time，” virtually her feminist treatise, Kristeva rejects liberal feminism, 
as well as Irigaray's and Cixous' project of feminine language. She considers that the 
egalitarian demands of the former have been met, and dismisses the latter as 
“problematical，” as she regards the "lexical specificity [of a feminine language] is 
perhaps more the product of a social marginality than of a sexual-symbolic 
difference" {Kristeva Reader, 200). Moi therefore contends that "Kristeva does not 
have a theory of 'femininity' and even less of ‘femaleness’” (Moi, 164). 
However, in spite of Kristeva's own attempt at distancing herself from the 
contemporary feminist movement, she makes the following claim, somehow 
contradictorily: 
[A] third generation [of feminism] is now forming [...] a third attitude is possible, 
thus a third generation, which does not exclude~quite to the contrarythe 
parallel existence of all three [generations] in the same historical time [...] In this 




man/woman as an opposition between two rival entities may be understood as 
belonging to metaphysics. What can 'identity', even 'sexual identity，，mean in a 
new theoretical and scientific space where the very notion of identity is 
challenged? {Kristeva Reader, 209) 
Thus her relation to feminism is one of "support." If she does belong to the feminist 
movement, she posits herself as belonging to its future, one she imagines, credits and 
sees as the most viable. Moi characterizes Kristeva's feminism as a belief that 
"[w]omen reject the dichotomy between masculine and feminine as metaphysical" 
(Moi, 12). In fact, Kristeva's anti-essentialism reflects the maturity of her feminist 
thought and her refusal to blindly support the feminist cause. Feminists are not thus 
discouraged from capitalizing on her concepts of the semiotic, the maternal body, 
abjection, melancholia, love and so on to generate outcomes favorable to feminist 
politics. Moi argues that "[i]n so far so women are defined as marginal by patriarchy, 
their struggle can be theorized in the same way as any other struggle against a 
centralized power structure" and "the strength of [Kristeva's] approach is its 
uncompromising anti-essentialism" (ibid). 
Kristeva's "Semiotic" and Poetic Language 
Kristeva's theory on what she calls the semiotic disposition of language is useful to 
feminist politics. First of all, she defines language as a signifying practice consisting 
of two elements: the symbolic and the semiotic. The former is the "grammar or 
structure of language," "the domain of position and judgment," or in Lacanian terms, 
the father's law (Oliver, 2000，154). The symbolic is what fashions and configures a 
subject, i.e. the system or the code that controls. On the contrary, the latter is "the 
organization of drives,” which is "associated with rhythms and tones that are 




Such drives, characteristic of the semiotic, are amorphous. In her seminal work, 
Revolution in Poetic Language, she states "[d]rive facilitation, temporarily arrested, 
marks discontinuities in what may be called the various material supports susceptible 
to semiotization [sic]: voice, gesture, colors" (28). 
In Kristeva's view, poetry, which I think is characteristic of Pinter's memory plays, 
represents the outpouring of the semiotic elements of language, that is, the 
pre-discursive, the instinctual, bodily drives, as opposed to the symbolic, that is, the 
logical, the syntactical and the judgmental. Poetry is what challenges and traverses the 
boundaries of syntax. The semiotic dispositions of a text are marked by such 
characteristics as ellipsis, sound, rhythm and so on. In her account of the semiotic in 
the poetic texts by avant-garde writers such as Mallarme, Lautreamont and Joyce, she 
emphasizes that the symbolic hold on drives comes constantly under pressure. Hence, 
Robbins (2000) maintains that “[p]oetic language advertises the writer/ speaker's 
efforts to encase concepts or objects in sounds and rhythms" and the "recipient of 
such a language is therefore encouraged to notice language in use, rather than moving 
directly to the ‘reality’ or the abstraction to which the words are supposed to refer" 
(126). Therefore, poetry deeply undercuts the relations between the signifier and the 
signified, and thus opens up a clearly visible chasm between the two. In signifying 
practices like music, the semiotic dominates, whereas in other rational discourses such 
as science the symbolic is able to maintain its rigid boundary against the assault of the 
drives. 
The Maternal & the Semiotic 
More important, Kristeva relates the semiotic, thus elements disruptive of linguistic 




framework the semiotic dimension of poetic language corresponds to an experience 
with the mother" (1990，157). Her concept of the chora is central to her theoretical 
framework. The chora is "semiotic, non-geometrical space where drive activity is 
'primarily' located" and “is akin to a provisional concentration of energy" (Lechte 
1990，129). It is "the locus of the drive activity underlying the semiotic" and the 
container of such purely natural and corporeal drives that are "both creative and 
negative, creative and destructive" (ibid). The drives are unnamable and are thus 
unnamed and controlled in language. It is also the drives in the chora that first lead to 
the separation necessary in the formation of a subject, anterior to even the advent of 
the Lacanian Symbolic Order, as Kristeva revises Lacan，s theory by pushing the time 
of subject formation even earlier. Such a receptacle of physiological energies refers to 
the mother's body in its most archaic and pure form, independent of any tampering of 
structure. The baby's babble, to use Kristeva's example, is not at all meaningless, but 
syntax renders it indecipherable and unassimilable and thus it remains unincorporated. 
By reuniting meaning with bodily drives, the first contact between the two bodies of 
the child and the mother is valorized and rendered meaningful. It is ultimately this 
universal touch with the maternal body, of both women and men, which is real and 
meaningful, more so than the Law of the Father, that is, language, which only comes 
later. Her theory thus gives long-overdue importance to maternity, an undeniable and 
indispensable aspect of femininity and of the female body, which in the western 
philosophical tradition have been labeled as inferior through such binaries as 
soul-body and male-female. Moreover, Kristeva sees poetry as the release of such 
drives in language and, as a result, it poses a threat to the grammar of sentences and 
the stability of language. Hence the semiotic transgression of the symbolic is 
analogous to the maternal infringement of the paternal, the social and thus the 




In Kristeva's theory on the formation of ego, the abject is what blurs the boundary 
between the subject and object. It is unlike to the object that constitutes the other 
necessary to delineating the “1.” It is always ambiguous: 
It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what disturbs 
identity, system and order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The 
in-between, the ambiguous, the composite. {Powers of Horror, 4) 
Through the process of abjection, the boundary between the subject and what is 
expelled is never quite fixed and clear-cut. Unlike the repressed, the abject often 
threatens to dissolve the boundary of one's self and to infect its cleanliness and 
propriety with dirt, feces and even death. The abject is what one tries to keep outside 
oneself but never quite succeeds in so doing. 
Memory Plays 
Pinter，s memory plays {Landscape, Silence, Old Times, No Man s Land and Ashes to 
Ashes) usually portray a small, mixed-sex cast of two or three who are steeped in their 
own worlds and speak monologues without referring to the immediate context. In this 
phase of his writing (roughly from 1967 to 1974，with the exception of Ashes to Ashes, 
which was written much later), Pinter is concerned with creating a poetic dialogue on 
stage. He exhibits little concern with linear development of plot, which he has 
retained in previous plays such as The Room, The Birthday Party and The Caretaker. 
On the contrary, most of his energy is devoted to the rhythm and mood of the dramatic 
dialogue at the expense of story. Moreover, while women are usually shown to be 
more introspective, the plays, which interlace male and female discourses, put 
everyday language “on trial," in Kristevan terms, by testing its boundaries and rules. 
The plot, paternal guardian of the logic and linear progression of a work, is sidelined. 
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Indulgent in memories, the characters reveal their unconscious inexpressible and 
invisible in an everyday rational discourse. 
A Glimpse at Women in Memory Plays 
Feminist politics is also evident in the memory plays. Men are unable to enter 
women's inner world. This explains why Gabbard in her Freudian approach to Pinter 
interprets the memory plays as "punishment dreams" in which men are punished by 
women's rejection.^^ Her interpretation emphasizes the male psyche, but in this 
chapter the formation of women's selves in relation to men's will be duly accentuated. 
In Pinter's memory plays, the focus is on the "feminine" aspect of language, thus 
Kristeva's semiotic, because even the male characters, Duff，Bates, Deeley and Devlin 
gradually abandon the paternalistic logical discourse. This is not to suggest they speak 
like a woman, as such a proposition would mean bias against rather than valorization 
of women. To see Pinter's memory plays as feminist, we need to adopt Kristeva's 
psychoanalytical framework, which will be explained in depth later. On the other hand, 
the men's agony is due to the separation from their beloved women, which above all 
reminds them of their infantile and primeval division from their first love object, the 
mother. As a note, this chapter will not take into account No Man ’s Land’ one of the 
five plays in the "memory" category, due to the absence of any female character. 
Pinter's memory plays are rich with life's unrestrained energies, sounds, colors, 
desires, rhythms and ellipses. These energies are particularly evident in women's 
discourse. According to Kristeva, these elements make up the semiotic dispositions of 
language and defy syntax, that is, the unifying law of the paternal language. The plays 
thus abound with a maternal aura. It is possible to see Pinter's memory plays through 




the lens of Kristeva's theory on the maternal chora and poetic language. In fact, 
poetry is more characteristic of the female discourse in Pinter's memory plays. In 
discharging their bodily energies through poetry, Pinter's female characters are able to 
exert power over the men. However, Pinter seems to present a more mature view in 
his memory plays: women can be better, but men and women may not be so different 
after all. In the course of valorizing women, Pinter also makes reservations about a 
blind support for the sexual difference from which women derive their strength. 
2. Landscape'. Eulogizing Love 
Landscape is a play of two interfused monologues, one by a man and the other by a 
woman. The two are apparently a couple. Among the two monologues, however, 
Beth's discourse is seen to be more poetic. Poetry, according to Kristeva, tests the law 
of language, and releases the energy from the maternal chora. Kristeva's view is 
affirmative of Pinter's attribution of the poetic to the female. In Pinter's first, short 
memory play, Beth's language is highly lyrical. Her poetic and rhythmic speeches are 
interspersed with alternate single lines of verse and rhythmic pauses. In one of her 
speeches, verbs are mostly absent. Such an absence of action in her speech 
emphasizes the stasis of her words, images and universe. Without verbs and therefore 
without inflections, there is no indication of tenses or changes in time. 
BETH So tender his touch on my neck. So softly his kiss on my cheek. 
Pause 
My hand on his rib. 
Pause 
So sweetly the sand over me. Tiny the sand on my skin. 
Pause 
So silent the sky in my eyes. Gently the sound of the tide. (III，187-8) 
By getting rid of action, she captures a static mood, a desire not to move on to the 




idyllic past, to stop time. Time is thus arrested in its eternity through poetry. Moreover, 
the play provides hints that Beth was a painter, or a creator of art, of immortality, 
literally, as she reveals that “I had my sketch book with me" (EI, 176) on one outing 
to the beach with the man, and that “I remembered always, in drawing, the basic 
principles of shadow and light" (III, 185-6). Beth meshes past, present and future all 
into one. As she creates the past, she creates art. The fragments of her memories and 
the remains of her experience become permanent. She is the more capable among the 
couple in making poetry and capturing eternity. 
The Abject: The Unstable Ego of the Woman 
However, what we see in Landscape is not what we see in A Kind of Alaska or The 
Collection, discussed in Chapter Two. The play does not create a chasm between the 
two sexes, since Duff，the husband, is shown to constantly assail the border of Beth's 
ego. To Beth, he represents a past that is part of her. They obviously share a common 
past, although their marriage has soured since. Her invocation of Mr. Sykes and her 
beloved man on the beach is her attempt to repress such an indelible past. His 
vulgarity and coarseness constitute the abject inside Beth's ego. He is what Beth 
desires to be outside her, but is very much inside her. Moreover, Duff does at times 
shows his capacity of using a poetic discourse. There is no sharp demarcation between 
the sexes in Pinter's memory plays. Pinter's view seems to be that the man and the 
woman are different and yet the same. As Kristeva argues, woman as a group does not 
exist and each individual subject is irreducible into any type. Pinter's thought shown 
in his memory plays is very much in line with the critic's. First, the ambiguity 
surrounding the man on the beach in Landscape preserves the possibility that "he" 
may refer to her husband, Duff, whom she tries every means to ignore in the present 




loving and tender Duff, smacks of fascination, characteristic of the abject. 
BETH He moved in the sand and put his arm around me... And cuddled me. 
(in, 178-9) 
Beth savors the memory of the contact between his and her own bodies. If the present 
Duff has lost part of his former charm and become significantly rougher as he ages, 
then Beth's plight lies in her equivocal feelings toward Duff: she still likes his past 
self. In her poetic monologue, she shows that she has loved him so much that she has 
long assimilated him into her self and her memory never departs from him. It is also 
exactly because of Duffs tremendous disappointment of the present, his lack of 
tenderness, that she vigorously tries to speak of him as if it were another person and to 
separate from him. In spite of Duff's attempt to identify with her by speaking of "we" 
and addressing her as "you," Beth avoids such identification through the use of the 
two pronouns. Her speech is dominated by “1” and "he," herself and her lover whom 
she assumes not to be Duff. However, the instability of the "he" also destabilizes “1.” 
Although she lacks any physical or verbal contact with the present Duff，he is in fact 
already inside her, even though she wishes to expel him from her ego. 
Expelling Duff 
Given the surrealistic setting of Landscape，it is possible to construe the play as 
occurring in Beth's mind. The fusion of the past Duff as conceived by Beth and the . 
present Duff，whose speech teems with vulgarism, gives an image of the abject. On 
the one hand, his language is crude and hostile: 
DUFF It's bullshit. Standing in an empty hall banging a bloody gong... 
There's nothing for lunch. There's nothing cooked. No stew. No pie. 
No greens. No joint. Fuck all. (Ill, 186) 
Nonetheless, as Beth recalls, he is gentle, with his passionate cuddles and touches. 





out by Duff's restless growling to give us a sense that the abject in Beth is indeed 
irresistible. The fear of it comes from within her, not outside. Beth can in no way 
escape it. Duff is part of her, as she is part of him. 
3. Silence: The Poetry of Silence 
Pinter's next memory play. Silence, manifests another important element of Kristeva's 
semiotic. By its title, it immediately calls our attention to the use of pauses and 
silences in the play. Kristeva's study of the three dots (i.e. ellipsis) in the French 
novelist Celine as part of the semiotic elements of language has highlighted the 
importance of punctuations in creating breaks and thus rhythms in literary discourse. 
As in Landscape, the characters' internal monologues in Silence are woven together 
and intersperse one another's. However, the absent character Mr. Sykes in the earlier 
play, about whom Beth reminisces, seems to have transmuted into Rumsey and takes 
concrete shape in Silence, to give the play a cast of three, including Ellen, Rumsey 
and Bates. In the beginning, pauses and silences are scanty and used with restraint. In 
fact, Rumsey stops only occasionally in his opening speech at the beginning: 
RUMSEY I walk with my girl who wears a grey blouse when she walks and 
grey shoes and walks with me readily wearing her clothes 
considered for me. Her grey clothes. 
She holds my arm. 
On good evenings we walk through the hills to the top of the hill ‘ 
past the dogs the clouds racing just before dark or as dark is 
falling when the moon 
When it's chilly I stop her and slip her raincoat over her shoulders 
or rainy slip arms into the arms, she twisting her arms. And talk to 
her and tell her everything. 
She dresses for my eyes. (Ill, 191) 
In this speech, the paternal syntax is broken in a number of ways. First, a large part of 





breathtaking, run-on sentences illustrate the effervescence of his emotion, which 
would have been hidden or subordinated by strict syntax. Second, short and long 
sentences intersect one another. The shorter ones exhibit the calming of his previous 
heightened emotion, such as “[h]er grey clothes，，’ and [s]he dresses for my eyes." At 
these points Rumsey goes inward into himself. Therefore, just through this short 
speech the audience experiences the emotional ups and downs in Rumsey. One clause 
("as dark is falling when the moon") is not quite finished. The description stops there, 
and more words describing the natural scenery would mean continued postponement 
of the re-emergence of her in his words, and destroy the mood of his lavish 
recollection of ‘her.，’ She who occupies his memory cannot be left behind in words 
for too long. In Ramsey's case, the completion of his sentence would do violence to 
his memory and thus emotion. One continues to speak, because grammar makes it 
necessary to complete the sentence. Suddenly aware of this assumption in language, 
he abruptly starts off another sentence before he finishes the previous. What is 
mentioned above are rhythmical devices that show the rhythm of his thought and 
feeling and parallel it with the rhythm of speech, as he speaks his mind. Moreover, 
logical development or structure as a whole is lacking, as his memory of a past 
encounter with “her” is related to the audience in a piecemeal fashion. Men are thus 
also capable of poetry. 
Gender Difference Disappearing 
The three characters engage themselves in the production of a poetic discourse about 
the past, and Pinter's style is a continuous one, in which we feel the speeches of 
different characters are tightly knit. However, a subtle contrast between their different 
moods is thus highlighted: Bates is angry with the loss of his love, Rumsey laments 




of her first love. However, with the decreasing use of words starting from the middle 
of the play, all the characters indulge themselves in a mood that is built up by the 
structural breaks of pauses and silences. The play's rhythm gradually shifts to one of 
less words and more pauses. Silences are longer pauses between dialogues. If 
punctuations indicate a short and natural rest as a result of the biological constraint 
posed by the vocal organs or the human body, they do not invite attention. However, 
intentionally-placed pauses and silences in Pinter refer to the hiatus in language that 
calls attention to itself. Toward the end of the play it features not only a higher 
frequency of pauses, but longer pauses or more silences than pauses. 
Woman's Present Consummation of Past Love 
In the end of Silence, Ellen's remembrance of the past consummation of love 
coincides with the play's slowing rhythm and increasing rhythmical breaks. It ends 
with a “long silence” (III, 209)，the play's only one. Words give way to the absence of 
words, as their speech becomes increasingly brief and fragmentary. 
BATES Sleep? Tender love? It's of no importance. 
ELLEN I kiss them there and say 
Silence 
RUMSEY I walk 
Silence 
BATE Caught a bus , 
Silence 
ELLEN Certainly. I can remember the wedding. 
Silence 
RUMSEY I walk with my girl who wears a grey blouse 
BATES Caught a bus to the town. Crowds. Lights round the market 
Long Silence (HI, 209) 
The lack of punctuation at the end of many of their sentences suggests the natural 
fusion of their speech with the silence. Speech and silence have all become one and 
form a natural sequence, more so than a series of grammatical sentences. Rumsey's "I 
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walk" smoothly flows into the subsequent silence. Each character has a chance to 
speak before the play closes, but it is only Ellen that can conclude with a full stop, 
thus putting an end to her foray into her memories for concrete facts of the past. The 
woman eventually has full certainty of what happened in the past: her wedding to the 
man she loved. Although the man seems to be Rumsey and it can be doubted they 
ever got married, given that Ellen is only in her twenties and Rumsey is almost twenty 
years her senior, we still believe that as long as Ellen remembers it, the memory 
becomes true in the present. What matters is the past happens, not that it happened. 
By such a memory, Ellen alone is finally able to consummate her love, become fully 
satisfied and thus avoid plunging herself more deeply into a melancholic mood. 
The Fascinating Abject 
As in Landscape，the process of abjection is similarly at work in Silence, to disrupt 
the coherence of woman's identity. Like Beth, Ellen speaks in a way to keep Bates out 
of her. Silence, however, differs from Landscape in two ways: first, the man in the 
past, that is, Rumsey is a concrete character, who does not exist only in the woman's 
reminiscence and whose gentleness, clear in the way he speaks, contrasts even more 
sharply with Bates, the uncouth husband; and second, Ellen communicates on a few 
occasions with the two men (although the two men hardly talk among themselves). 
Therefore there are a limited number of dialogues in this play. This gives a more 
complicated picture of Ellen's struggle in keeping her ego stable, since, unlike 
Landscape, the play apparently does not allow the interpretation that the man of the 
past and that of the present are actually one man. It is because Rumsey appears before 
our eyes in flesh and blood, different from Bates, and is more possibly Ellen's past 
lover. However, if the two men are again understood as enactments of images in 
Ellen's psychology, then man, to her, is the abject: manhood is at once as fascinating 
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as Rumsey and as repellent as Bates. Her dialogue with the two phantasmic figures 
testifies to the constant impact of the abject on her. 
4. Old Times'. The Art of Memory 
Pinter's next memory play, also his first major play since The Homecoming, is Old 
Times. The title signifies a return to the past, as Gabbard suggests, in The Dream 
Structure of Pinter 's Plays, that “[t]he layers of meaning in Old Times are condensed 
under the symbol contained in the title" (238). This past, unspecified, may be as far 
back as the characters' infancy. Gabbard further claims, 
The past events that they remember result from old times that they do not 
remember~childhood experiences lost in the unconscious. (Ibid) 
As Beth and Ellen show in the two shorter memory plays, memory in Old Times is no 
history but artistry. Here Pinter blurs the line between the sexes, by giving equal 
chances to both characters to poeticize their pasts. He recognizes that the art of 
re-creating the past in the present is indeed accessible to both men and women. 
Individual subjects have different strategies. Like the structure of the play, the form of 
the characters，memory defies any systematic or chronological ordering. Memory has 
no shape. It is created at will, and indeed becomes a drastic outflow of creativity. The 
play shows the dialectic between the present need and the created past: the need of the 
circumstance, to outdo your opponent, calls for the claim to a past experience to 
strengthen one's power position. In the play, this dynamic is seen by Anna and 
Deeley，s competing efforts to "remember" their pasts with Kate. Anna's recollection 
of "[t]his man crying in our room，，(III, 270) and "our days at the Tate" (III, 276) 
manifests her attempt to out-compete Deeley in their appeal to Kate. The former story 
compels Deeley to hit back with his own story of the time when he "was a student... 
juggling with my future" (273). The past is ever-present, as the "past figure" of Anna 
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steps back into the couple's present life only to unleash its inherent disruptive 
elements. Furthermore, the present is blended into the past, as we wonder if at certain 
points, the present in fact is almost a reenactment of the past. Deeley's sob looks very 
much like the man who lay across Kate's lap and wept in the two former roommates' 
room. The past is unknown and ambiguous, because its relation to and influence upon 
the present are uncertain and the two are hardly distinguishable. 
The Singing Competition 
The songs Anna and Deeley sing embody the semiotic and exemplify the release of 
drives in this poetic play. Music creates a fissure in language. In music, rhythm 
replaces logic; melody supersedes syntax. The law of language, symbol of the 
paternal, is overridden and displaced by the energies of the maternal chora. 
Constructed at once by the heterogeneity of words and rhythm, meanings gush forth. 
They are amorphous, diverse and unrestrained. Anna and Deeley's bursting alive in 
singing is inspired by an idyllic past that words alone are inadequate to call forth or 
conjure up. Things past, such as Deeley's encounter in the movie theater where he 
saw “Odd Man Out," remain in one's mind as nonverbal fragments and are best called 
forth through non-linguistic means, rhythms, sounds (not of words) and colors. The 
songs once heard can capture the mood, and the mind stores them for future evocation. 
They also say much about the ambiguous relation between the dyad: each tries to 
reach Kate for a better position against the other. 
Deeley's Poetic Recollection of the Past 
Apart from the song, another example of the outflow of lyricism in the play is the 
powerfully lyrical and sensational speeches. As in the songs, words and rhythm go 
hand in hand, although songs rely even more on rhythm than words. Alone with Anna 
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when Kate is having a bath, he poignantly indulges himself in a kind of “creative 
recollection” of an irretrievable past, unknown to his wife, which he claims to share 
with Anna: 
DEELEY There was a great argument going on, about China or something, or 
death, or China and death, I can't remember which, but nobody but I 
had a thigh-kissing view, nobody but you had the thighs which kissed. 
And here you are. Same woman. Same thighs. 
Pause. 
Yes. Then a friend of yours came in, a girl, a girl friend. She sat on 
the sofa with you, you both chatted and chuckled, sitting together, 
and I settled lower to gaze at you both, at both your thighs, squealing 
and hissing, you aware, she unaware, but then a great multitude of 
men surround me, and demanded my opinion about death, or about 
China, or whatever it was, and they would not let me be but bent 
down over me, so that what with their stinking breath and their 
broken teeth and the hair in their noses and China and death and their 
arses on the arms of my chair I was forced to get up and plunge my 
way through them, followed by them with ferocity, as if I were the 
cause of their argument, looking back through smoke, rushing to the 
table with the linoleum cover to look for one more full bottle of light 
ale, looking back through smoke, glimpsing two girls on the sofa, 
one of them you, heads close, whispering, no longer able to see 
anything, no longer able to see stocking or thigh, and then you were 
gone. I wandered over to the sofa. There was no one on it. I gazed at 
the indentations of four buttocks. Two of which were yours. (Ill, 
289-90) 
The poetic quality of the speech, first, comes from its rhythmic repetition. Regularly, ‘ 
a word is repeated to hold and suspend the flow of the poem and giving due emphasis 
to what has obsessed Deeley since the encounter. Examples of the words repeated 
include "death," "kiss," "thigh," "China," "girl," "look," “1，’，“you，’，and "them." Such 
repetition of words and thus sounds is meant to produce a mood of sensuality on stage. 
Moreover, the pace of the speech coupled with the carefully placed punctuations 
creates music. The speech first moves steadily with the frequent intermissions by 
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commas, but climaxes toward the middle when the sense of crisis and being 
threatened by the men at the party is put to the forefront, as their emergence prevents 
him from reaching Anna at the party. It slows down once again, with full-stops 
indicating longer breaks between sentences. Hence the poetic monologue slowly 
dwindles to a conclusion; the rhythmic bodily pulsation gradually subsides and 
everything comes to a standstill, with Deeley's voice still ringing in our ears. With 
regard to Kristeva's semiotic, Lechte argues that "[t]he mother's body becomes the 
focus of the semiotic as the 'pre-symbolic一a manifestation一especially in art, of 
what could be called the 'materiality' of the symbolic: the voice as rhythm and timbre, 
the body as movement, gesture, and rhythm. Prosody, word-plays, and especially 
laughter fall within the ambit of the semiotic”（1990，129). Deeley's speech is thus 
exemplary of the semiotic dispositions of language. 
Deeley's Linguistic Pretensions 
In terms of Deeley's style of speech, we can witness a process of transformation from 
the symbolic to the semiotic, from the paternal to the maternal. In fact, embroiled in 
the tussle with Anna for Kate's recognition, he initially employs a pretentious 
linguistic style to gain an upper hand. He says, “[m]y work took me to Sicily. My 
work concerns itself with life all over, you see, in every part of the globe. With people 
all over the globe. I use the word globe because the word world possesses emotional 
political sociological and psychological pretensions and resonances which I prefer as 
a matter of choice to do without, or shall I say to steer clear of, or if you like to reject” 
(III, 278-9). In addition to his invocation of his socially recognized status, which does 
not concern us here, his self-consciousness of being a speaking subject who purposely 
‘‘use[s] the word globe" rather than “world” and his fussiness over naming all forms 
of so-called "pretensions and resonances" manifest the male adherence to the 
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taxonomy language entails. The expressive potential of language is strained and put to 
the test. The formality of the tone is another linguistic device to rein in his emotions. 
However, the capacity of the symbolic is already seen to be ready to explode, as his 
struggle with the expressions shows. The semiotic drives, though brought under the 
control of the order of language, threaten to break forth and are in fact always 
necessary in the constitution of meaning. 
Deeley's Voice of Madness 
Nevertheless, Deeley's language is a combination of raging vulgarism and controlled 
formalism. The former trespasses on the latter. It is this incongruity in his style that 
marks his verge on madness. 
Waiting for all that，a kind of elegance we know nothing about, a slim-bellied 
Cote d'Azur thing we know absolutely nothing about, a lobster and lobster sauce 
ideology we know fuck all about, the longest legs in the world, the most 
phenomenally soft voices, (III, 305) 
This sentence, "ungrammatical" as it is, mixes images of different kinds, without a 
unifying main verb that defines the relation between the subject and object of the 
sentence. All elements, apparently unrelated to one another, are not subject to an 
all-abiding grammatical force. The sentence is thus so loosened up that unrestricted 
energies flow out of it. It teems with camivalesque elements. In Act Two, his 
insistence on syntax becomes more lax, and Deeley, upon realizing his failure of 
communicating with a quiet Kate, desperately articulates his long-repressed anguish. 
The Kristevan semiotic completely takes over. His speech style becomes more 
elliptical, poetic, rhythmical and charged with drives. This marks his return to an 
archaic and primeval state of melancholia in his childhood when he is separated from 
the mother. 
• r 
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Kate's Poetic Power 
In fact, Anna and Deeley battle each other in the semiotic realm of language, but in 
the end it is Kate, surprisingly, who outdoes them. Anna and Deeley each employs 
poetry to emotionally appeal to Kate. The final judgment as to who the winner is lies 
with Kate. Shrouded in an aura of mystery, Kate, however, seems to inhabit another 
realm, and shows minimal response to the speech of the others, just like Beth and 
Ellen in the earlier memory plays. Ultimately, Kate participates in this language game 
of lyricism and images, and shows that she exists individually independent of her old 
friend and her husband. Their attempt to incorporate her into their selves through 
verbalizing their past ultimately has to fail, as she finally delivers her verdict. In her 
speech that spans three pages in print, she virtually rejects both her old-time friend 
and husband, while beautifully weaving such rejection with her lyrical narration of a 
scene in the bedroom she shared with Anna twenty years ago. In her version of the 
past, she recalls in vivid detail sitting beside Anna's corpse and making love to a man. 
She also covertly declares her rejection of ties with both. 
KATE (To Anna) But I remember you. I remember you dead. 
Pause 
I remember you lying dead. You didn't know I was watching 
you. I leaned over you. Your face was dirty. You lay dead. 
[ . . .]He asked me once, at about that time, who had slept in 
that bed before him. I told him no one. No one at all. (III， 
309) 
The quoted lines from her speech above make clear her intentions in speaking of the 
past at length. Her memory of the death of Anna is a declaration of Anna's symbolic 
death in her world, or Kate's symbolic killing of her old-time friend. It is also Kate's 
proclamation of the death of their old friendship. In a different way, she also 
announces her relationship with Deeley dead. She recalls losing her virginity to an 




When I brought him into the room your body of course had gone. What a relief it 
was to have a different body in my room, a male body behaving quite differently, 
doing all those things they do and which they think are good, like sitting with 
one leg over the arm of an armchair. [...] (HI, 310) 
She surely savors in the recollection of the romance before Deeley, who only at this 
moment realizes the unbridgeable emotional chasm between them. 
Abjection of Anna 
Unlike Silence，Old Times illustrates a man's failure to maintain the stability of his 
ego. Anna's posing as a stranger only signifies Deeley，s repressed memories that 
involuntarily surface in the play and assault his ego. Anna may be part of Kate's past. 
Their marriage has soured, and Deeley's desire for the former, passionate and 
youthful Kate is embodied in Anna. Anna's separation from Kate for twenty years 
may simply suggest that Deeley and Kate have been in a non-communicative state for 
twenty years. The play portrays a vigorous power tussle between Deeley and Kate, 
and this process can be taken as Deeley's ferocious attempt to keep the old Kate, that 
is Anna, from tampering with their relationship. Anna, the symbol of the specter of the 
past, is a horror to Deeley. Deeley's abjection of Anna from Kate, or the nauseating 
from the ideal, the filthy from the proper, fails to maintain his narcissistic ego. In 
Powers of Horror, Kristeva defines the abject as follows: 
There looms, within abjection, one of those violent, dark revolts of being, 
directed against a threat that seems to emanate from an exorbitant outside or 
inside, ejected beyond the scope of the possible, the tolerable, the thinkable. It 
lies there, quite close, but it cannot be assimilated. (109) 
Abjection is an ongoing process and it can recur at any moment when the boundary of 
one's self is threatened by what one considers outside oneself. In Old Times, the 




and proper body. To Deeley, she is the inviolable, the untainted and the sacred. 
However, Anna threatens to defile Kate, as the past she recalls paints Kate as her 
double: sexually licentious. 
ANNA He was lying across her lap on her bed. 
DEELEY A man in the dark across my wife's lap? (Ill, 271) 
And, the old friends reminisce about their old male friends, as if Deeley were absent: 
KATE I don't think I like McCabe. 
ANNA Nor do I. 
KATE He's strange. He says some very strange things to me. 
ANNA What things? 
KATE Oh, all sorts of funny things. 
ANNA I've never liked him. 
KATE Duncan's nice though, isn't he? 
ANNA Oh yes. 
KATE I like his poetry so much. 
Pause. 
But you know who I like best? 
ANNA Who? 
KATE Christy. 
ANNA He's lovely. 
KATE He's so gentle, isn't he? And his humour. Hasn't he got a lovely sense 
of humour? And I think he's.. • so sensitive. (Ill, 301) 
The strong identification between the old friends blackens Kate, whose past Deeley 
seems to know very little about. Moreover, the close relationship between the two 
females even smacks of lesbianism, which horrifies Deeley. Kate says, 
I leaned over you [Anna]. You face was dirty. You lay dead, your face scrawled 
with dirt, all kinds of earnest inscriptions... I had quite a lengthy bath, got out, 
walked about the room, glistening, drew up a chair, sat naked beside you and 
watched you. (Ill, 310) 
For a man who is as attached to his wife as Deeley, lesbianism is a loathing. 
Memory Haunting the Self 
In Landscape and Silence, the past seems potent in aiding the individuals to mainta in r 
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a self-delusive sense of stable ego. “The language of involuntary memory is a 
revolution, in the sense of a return to the latent music of the past" (Smith, 83). But in 
Old Times, Deeley is under great pressure of the past events that threaten his current 
comfort and ease. Involuntary memory of the "filth and muck" from the past gives 
rise to his identity crisis. Before she steps to the stage front and engages the couple, 
Anna, the symbol of the past, already looms in the background like a phantom as if 
ready to haunt Deeley. As the abject to Kate, she speaks in a "liberal" fashion: 
ANNA I had borrowed some of her underwear, to go to a party. Later that 
night I confessed. It was naughty of me. She stared at me, nonplussed, 
perhaps, is the word. But I told her that in fact I had been punished for 
my sin, for a man at the party had spent the whole evening looking up 
my skirt. (Ill, 303) 
Deeley is justified in feeling her to be filthy and shameless. Moreover, what makes 
her the abject is that, first, he is personally attracted to her, and he feels her and her 
filthiness to be part of himself as Deeley seems to share a similar or even the same 
past with her. Deeley later confesses to Kate that “[w]e，ve met before, you know. 
Anna and I" (III, 307). He then seems to confide to Kate that he was once attracted to 
Anna: 
DEELEY Yes, we met in the Wayfarers Tavern. In the comer. She took a fancy 
to me. Of course I was slimhipped in those days... She looked at me 
with big eyes, shy, all that bit. She was pretending to be you at that 
time... Wearing your underwear she was too, at the time. Amiably 
allowed me a gander. Trueblue generosity. Admirable in a woman... 
She thought she was you, said little, so little. Maybe she was you. 
(Ill, 307) 
His excited recollection of looking up Anna's skirt in a bar manifests at once his 
readiness to defile and sully her, through sexual means, and also his sexual attraction 
to her. She is indeed the abject: he would not like to assimilate her, due to her 
immorality, but she is already part of his desire and shares a past with him, thus 
constituting his identity. She is also there to blur the line between herself and Kate, 
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and taint the sacred image of Kate. In the end, the normally quiet Kate lavishes 
accounts of her past love relationships that prove Deeley's suspicion after Anna's 
arrival. 
KATE We had a choice of two beds. Your [Anna's] bed or my bed. To lie in, 
or on. To grind noses together, in or on. He liked your bed, and thought 
he was different in it because he was a man. But one night I said let me 
do something, a little thing, a little trick.... He was gratified... He 
thought I was going to be sexually forthcoming [...] I... plastered his 
face with dirt... He would not let me dirty his face, or smudge it, he 
wouldn't let me. (IE, 310-1) 
Kate's final association of herself with sex and "dirt" leaves Deeley in perpetual 
bewilderment. His image of his wife is now tainted and sullied in her own mouth. In 
short, he can no longer say who she is. Nor does he know who he is. 
From the Abject to Feminism 
Although Kristeva does not favor any sex in the formulation of her theory on 
abjection, the concept does have important implications on feminist politics in 
Pinter's memory plays. In the plays, we are presented with very mixed and diverse 
pictures of how the abject confuses one's sense of identity and dissolves the borders 
between selves. Men and women alike are subject to the process in retrieving their 
past and thus building up their sense of self. Deeley and Anna are locked up in a battle 
of recreating their "pasts" in order to exclude the other, only to find that they have 
indeed shared moments, such as seeing the movie "Odd Man Out.，，If they see each 
other as unwanted elements, the abject, in their selves, then such elements are only 
discovered to be inside rather than outside them eventually. Pinter is in tune with 
Kristeva's view that all identities are precarious and unreliable due to the unstable 
elements in ourselves. Anna and Deeley remain silent and dejected at the end, as each 




Although the instability of the ego caused by the presence of the abject sounds like an 
anarchist notion, it can as well serve to be a strong endorsement of the feminist cause. 
If identities do not exist a priori, then ultimately any inferiority attributed to the 
gender identity of the female or the feminine cannot hold. In Old Times, Anna says, 
“[n]o two women are the same" (III, 294). Her view is that if there is no such thing as 
pre-given woman nature, she who knows herself may not know what a fellow woman 
is. In line with Kristeva's anti-essentialist view of womanhood and selfhood, Anna's 
rejection of the male version of singular and stable womanhood foregrounds Pinter's 
feminist position. For example, as critics suggest, Anna in Old Times can be seen as 
Kate's double, and indeed the two personae may be two faces of one person. In 
Butter s Going Up，Gale argues that "it seems almost as though Kate and Anna were 
alter egos, the divided personality of a single individual" and "Anna may not really 
exist" (1977，197). Ganz (1972) also maintains that Pinter may "identify Anna as an 
aspect of Kate—her passionate self, from which she has retreated in her heterosexual, 
domestic relationship with Deeley" (173). The pluralism in the play's representation 
of woman lies as much in the double female cast as in the multiple selves each woman 
has, as Anna's and Kate's speech style illustrates. They are plural, not because each 
represents one feminine trait and thus two make up a woman nature, but because 
either the way Anna or Kate speaks hardly enables us to define them, and a doubling 
of such impenetrability pluralizes femininity. The "woman nature" is elusive, 
constantly changing, contradictory, and resistant to any symbolization or 
conceptualization by a paternalistic language. It is indeed hard to talk of a single 
woman nature, as it is always heterogeneous, i.e. both Kate and Anna, not either one. 
5. Ashes to Ashes: Remembering the Dead 
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Pinter's 1996 play Ashes to Ashes, written thirty years after Silence, is regarded as a 
revival of and a return to his former memory style after a long break. Although fused 
with a hint of political violence and persecution explicit in his political plays (from 
1984 to 1991)，Ashes to Ashes is here treated as a memory play because of its various 
stylistic and thematic resemblances to Landscape or Silence: the lack of plot, the 
poetic dialogue, the small cast of a man and a woman, the women's isolation in her 
memory and ignorance of the man. The play is, above all, poetic and thus maternal in 
the Kristevan sense. The "semiotic" technique Pinter uses, this time, is the echoing 
effect in the end of the play, when Rebecca indulges herself in remembering her dead 
baby: 
She speaks. There is an echo. His grip loosenes. 
REBECCA They took us to the trains 
ECHO the trains 
REBECCA They were taking the babies away 
ECHO babies away 
REBECCA I took my baby and wrapped it in my shawl 
ECHO my shawl 
REBECCA And I made it into a bundle 
ECHO a bundle 
REBECCA And I held it under my left arm 
ECHO left arm (IV, 429-30) 
The echo serves as a kind of repetition to double the meaning of what has been said. 
To a certain extent it replaces silence. It also gives a sense that Rebecca is having a 
self-dialogue in the emptiness of the room by listening to and thus reflecting on what 
she has just said before speaking the next words. 
The Baby's Corpse as the Abject 
In Ashes to Ashes, the woman's attempt at expelling the man as the abject is explicit. 
The play is allegorical, with Devlin playing the role of Death, the executor of babies, 
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a cog in the state's "death machine." Such an interpretation is entailed by referring to 
Pinter's political plays written before it, such as A New World Order, Precisely and 
One for the Road, in which the state's persecution and hence death overshadow the 
lives of many. Rebecca, like Gila in One for the Road, is the victim of her present 
interrogator, because of Devlin's alleged involvement in the death of her baby. 
Devlin's motive is justified at both a personal and public level: he is jealous of the 
other man, who might have had the baby with Rebecca, a token of their love, and he is 
also is an officer in the ruling regime who persecutes dissidents' families. This play 
therefore has fused Pinter's earlier genre of memory plays and later genre of political 
plays, by showing us men ostracized from women's private domain, typical of the 
first genre, and men (ab)using public duties to violate women's rights, characteristic 
of the second. If Devlin is death, then the play portrays Rebecca's difficult process of 
keeping him out of herself. 
REBECCA Well, how can you possibly call me darling? I'm not your darling. 
DEVLIN Yes you are. 
REBECCA Well I don't want to be your darling. It's the last thing I want to be. 
I'm nobody's darling. (IV, 401) 
Devlin, symbol of death that threatens life, speaks three piercing words to create her 
as his object, the object of his desire. Nevertheless, to Rebecca, he is the abject: he 
threatens to dissolve the boundary around her presumed clean and proper self, and to 
contaminate her with his ideology of death. Moreover, her emphasis on the fact her 
lost baby was a girl makes the issue one of gender. Man is violence. Man is the abject. 
Rebecca's sturdy recollection of the baby, probably her own dead daughter, is the 
effect of the abject. According to Kristeva, the corpse is “the utmost of abjection" and 
"death infecting life" {Powers of Horror，4). The corpse is a body like ours but with 




3). It is me yet the opposite of me, the object that contaminates the subject. It is 
therefore the abject, which dissolves the boundary between the dead body and the 
living "me." The sight causes me “to fall in a faint" in a world without borders (ibid, 
4). In Ashes to Ashes, Rebecca, tries to keep the corpse, the utmost abject, at bay, by 
imagining the living baby, not her corpse. Her relative composure in the recitation of 
the story of having her baby taken away and meeting a woman at the train station also 
evidences her resolution in maintaining her ego. However, her repeated emphasis on 
his dispossession of her baby in the last few utterances of her monologue, cited above 
in the discussion of Pinter's poetic technique of echo, are early signs of her 
perturbation and agitation. She does seem to be ready to "fall in a faint" upon an 
awareness of the baby. Without speaking of the corpse, she is clearly aware of it, since 
she sticks to the word “baby.” Hence, at the end of the play, Rebecca's crisis in her 
identity is seen in her crisis of the Word, as seen in her failure to produce new 
utterances. Is she a mother, without a baby? Helpless in saving her baby, is she like 
Devlin, an accomplice of the state's death machine? In the face of her baby's violent 
death, can she claim to be outside death? 
6. A Discussion of Mourning and Melancholia In Memory Plays 
One of the theses of Kristeva's work on melancholia, Black Sun, is that melancholia 
can be a source of artistic creativity. In Pinter’ memory plays, the characters show a 
fervent obsession with painting a picture of their bygone days. Indeed such creative 
energy is conjunct with a somber and dismal mood. In the above discussion, we have 
seen how memory in these plays serves as a release of semiotic energies that reveals a 
yearning for a return to the pre-linguistic maternal space. Here, the focus shifts to the 
interconnection among melancholia, language and gender. In Black Sun, Kristeva 




a noncommunicable grief that at times, and often on a long-term basis, lays 
claims upon us to the extent of having us lose all interest in words, actions and 
even life itself. {Black Sun, 3) 
Unlike Freud, who maintains melancholia is due to the unsymbolizable loss of the 
object, Kristeva contends the melancholic feels the loss of the "Thing," a more 
fundamental loss than the object. The thing has no definable shape, unlike the object, 
which Freud gives the concrete form of the mother's body. 
For speaking beings, the loss of the maternal body, the first love object, is recognized 
via the acquisition of language that enables its re-signification, i.e. via negation: 
“I have lost an essential object that happens to be... my mother," is what the 
speaking being seems to be saying. "But no, I have found her again in signs, or 
rather since I consent to lose her I have not lost her (that is the negation), I can 
recover her in language." {Black Sun, 43) 
However, for the melancholic persons, who are all too aware that linguistic signs are 
arbitrary, language cannot symbolize or negate the profound loss of the Thing that is 
felt to be the Real, outside the system of representation. Thus, in general, melancholia 
exhibits such symptoms as a-sociality, loss of normal verbal articulateness, inactivity 
and dwindling interest in the world, self-abnegation and withdrawal. 
The Speaking Melancholic? 
If we claim that the women in Landscape, Silence and Old Times are all in the process 
of mourning for the unnamable loss of the "Thing," then why would they still be able 
to retain their verbal eloquence? The reason: the plays are not those of realism. What 
the audience hears is the internal monologue, voice in the mental landscape that Pinter 




Landscape does not depict a real-life situation in which husband and wife talk 
incessantly while pretending not to be able to hear each other; otherwise, they would 
not take turns in speaking. Deafness is also not a possible explanation. One may argue 
that Duff does seem to say "you" at times in order to address Beth directly, and this 
seems to indicate that a realistic dialogue gets underway at least for Duff. However, 
the more viable interpretation of Duff's “you” is that he is not trying to elicit his 
wife's response in the immediate context; nor does the pronoun suggest that he hears 
Beth or tries to respond to what she has just said. By “you，，，he only addresses a Beth 
in his mind. What I suggest here is that Duff is equally ignorant of Beth's presence 
before his eyes, as is she of him. In this way, the sense of isolation of each character 
that the play conveys becomes more acute. This enables us to see the plays as two 
fused inner monologues that remain unspoken. Speaking the unspeakable, naming the 
uimamable is indeed the theme of the memory plays, especially Landscape and 
Silence. The characters' actual silence in the social context is a symptom of their 
melancholia, male and female alike. Another is their inwardly-directed energies, as 
seen in the poetry of their internal monologues, which are early attempts to symbolize 
the loss and to overcome their melancholia. 
Nothing to Mourn 
Although we have argued that their memories center about past love objects, such 
lovers are in fact ambiguously defined with Pinter's skillfully contrived vagueness. 
We may well suggest that they mourn the Kristevan "Thing" rather than the Freudian 
object. In Landscape, the "man" may refer to Mr. Sykes, who possibly was Beth's old 
lover, or the younger Duff. However, as Beth uses the pronoun "he" so frequently in 
her sketch of the past events, even to refer to a dog which is probably a deceased one 
Beth used to love, we are not quite sure who or what "he" is in Beth's mouth. We are 
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led to believe that "he" may refer to the dog for many times. Duff also mentions the 
dog, and seems to insinuate that the dog holds special significance for Beth. Though it 
sounds ridiculous to suggest Beth entirely mourns the loss of a dog, Beth's memory of 
the man she loved may be meshed into that of the dog she also loved. The loss of both 
to Beth may constitute the montage. The picture is further complicated as Pinter does 
not clarify who Beth's past beloved man is: he may be the young Duff，the former 
landlord whose name is Mr. Sykes, or another man whose name even Beth cannot 
recall. Pinter deliberately creates such confusion to blur the object of her mourning 
into an abstract, hardly definable "Thing." Such lack of concrete object of mourning 
surely produces difficulty in mourning. 
Narcissistic Melancholia 
According to Kristeva, this kind of melancholia without an object is called 
"narcissistic melancholia," as opposed to Freud's "objectal melancholia." It is more 
profoundly sad as it is not directed outwardly toward an external object. Hence, she 
argues “[t]heir sadness would be rather the most archaic expression of an 
unsymbolizable, unnameable [sic] narcissistic wound, so precocious that no outside 
agent (subject or agent) can be used as referent. For such narcissistic depressed 
persons, sadness if really the sold object... a substitute object they become attached to, 
an object they tame and cherish for lack of another" {Black Sun, 12). Furthermore, 
McAfee (2004) holds that Kristeva's "narcissistic depression points to the importance 
the mother and the imaginary realm play in the child's acquisition of language. A loss 
suffered in the semiotic chora hampers one's entry into the symbolic" (61). In a 
Kristevan theoretical framework, Pinter's portrayal of both man and woman in a 
narcissistic melancholia state confirms the power of the maternal. The loss of Beth's 
"thing" in Landscape is traumatic as she returns to the pre-symbolic and pre-Oedipal 
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phase in which she suffered an indelible loss, the feeling of which threatens to return, 
as it does in the play. 
Melancholic Articulateness? 
If silence is a major symptom of melancholia, why do none of these characters seem 
to be silent? Again, the first two memory plays are renditions of the women's minds, 
and the words conceived of there are not uttered. Therefore, in reality, Beth speaks 
nothing and Ellen only says a little. However, Old Times has a larger degree of 
realism, as concrete events take place, like Anna's visit and Kate's bath. In this case, 
Kate's speech is dialogue rather than monologue, and she can be understood as a 
typical melancholic person, due to her reticence. Throughout the play, she either 
remains silent or gives brief answers. She is depressed, but on two occasions her 
eloquence suddenly bursts forth. Fits of exaltation are also characteristic of 
melancholia. At first she feels refreshed after a bath, which has lifted temporarily out 
of her somber mood, so she speaks at length about country life, as opposed to city life, 
which she dislikes. Later she talks fluently and lyrically about the man whom she 
brought home, for over a page in print. The speech is the longest among all in the play, 
and contrasts sharply with her former silence. This momentary shift between 
exaltation and sadness marks her melancholia. 
Skewed Sense of Time 
Moreover, Kristeva argues ‘‘[a]s the time in which we live is the time of our discourse, 
the alien, retarded, or vanishing speech of melancholy people leads them to live 
within a skewed time sense” (Black Sun 60). Therefore, "melancholy persons 
manifest a strange memory: everything has gone by, they seem to say, but I am 
faithful to those bygone days, I am nailed down to them... there is no future" (ibid). 
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In Landscape, Beth does seem to have a faint sense of time present and past, as seen 
in her occasional use of verbs in the present tense. 
BETH [...] I dress differently, but I am beautiful. (111，170) 
The absolute majority of her utterances are in the past, but her occasional flights to the 
present signal her awareness of the past-present cleavage. Her denial of the future is 
made evident when she says "when I'm older I won't be the same as I am" (III, 182). 
Despite such awareness, she willfully remains faithful to the past. The images, colors, 
sounds and affect that she evokes in her memory seem to correspond to a past scene, 
but they are not coherently represented. "The Thing，，which she mourns lacks a form. 
In her struggle to name it, incoherent images or pure feelings that bear the strongest 
imprint on her mind are produced, such as "fingers, lightly, touching, lightly, touching, 
the back, of my neck" (III, 171) and “[w]etness all over the air" (III, 183). 
Woman Overcoming Melancholia 
Women's mourning seems to promise success in letting out their pent-up depressive 
mood. Kristeva contends that "to curb mourning" requires "[n]aming suffering, 
exalting it, dissecting it into the smallest components" and art "secure[s] for the artist 
[ . . . ] a sublimatory hold over the lost Thing" {Black Sun, 97). That is to say, artistic 
creativity, by means of "prosody," "polyvalence," and "psychic organization of 
forgiveness" (ibid) can bring the melancholic back to the realm of language and 
reinstall in her the confidence in signs. Throughout the inner monologue of the play, 
the women have been able to versify their loss. Moreover, the relative conclusiveness 
in the tone of their respective final speeches seems to suggest the possibility of ending 
their melancholy: 
BETH Oh my true love I said. (Landscape, III，188) 
ELLEN Certainly. I can remember the wedding. {Silence, III，209) r 
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KATE He asked me once, at about that time, who had slept in that bed before 
him. I told him no one. No one at all. {Old Times，HI, 311) 
REBECCA I don't know of any baby {Ashes to Ashes, IV, 433) 
In these last sentences that the four women utter in the plays, we are given a sense that 
their un-signified. melancholia, through the exuberance of drives in their internal 
monologue, comes very close to an end. They are able to finally conceive of the right 
signifiers for the lost love object, and can probably recover their interests in words 
shortly. The loss of love is thus negated in language, so it stops haunting the female 
subject. Unlike men who reside more in the present than in the past, women are 
capable of reliving their past in words and rhythms and thus of naming their woes and 
sorrows to alleviate their melancholia. Beth and Ellen experience jouissance through 
the consummation of past love in the present, and throughout the two plays they 
adequately render their past in language, of course with a variety of semiotic, 
rhythmic devices, to bring themselves into a state of emotional orgasm. The absent 
past is brought to presence through words. Kate also remembers her first true love, by 
confessing, or remembering to have confessed to and reassured the "man" that he was 
the first one to sleep on her bed. Likewise, Rebecca confirms the loss of her baby, 
possibly in the process of political persecution, and convinces herself of the need to 
face up to reality. The outflow of heightened emotion in the end, and her emphasis on 
the loss adequately comes close to signifying it. 
Men's Melancholia 
The melancholic mood also closes in upon men. In the course of the four plays, the 
four male protagonists try hard to come to terms with the harsh reality of the loss of 
their women. In fact, the plays portray women's melancholia as well as their 
sublimation of it and suggest the possibility^ of men's descent into the mood. In Old 
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Times, for example, Deeley experiences the loss of the "Thing" which he fails to 
define and symbolize. He cannot mourn the loss, because he starts to mistrust the sign. 
Throughout the plays, the audience gets a strong sense that these characters fail to 
understand their situation and are thus unable to clearly define the object of mourning, 
whereas women succeed in liberating themselves. The plays' endings are marked by 
the mood of irrevocable loss, of melancholia that defies verbalization on the part of 
men. Women are close to lifting themselves out of the mood, but men sink into it. The 
concluding speeches of the men are inconclusive and anticipate their plunge into 
depression in the “long silence，’ that marks the endings of memory plays. The mood 
engrosses us long past the last word is uttered on stage. 
DEELEY If it was her skirt. If it was her. {Old Times, HI, 309) 
Deeley's last line is an elegy for his bygone days. His two consecutive unfinished 
sentences testify to his declining interests in fully expressing himself, and anticipate 
his gradual retreat into sullenness and silence. From this point on he fails to utter a 
word, and it seems his regret hangs on through Kate's closing speech, which reproves 
him, and his own sob to the silence in the end. Deeley's final stillness is symptomatic 
of "the psychomotor, affective, and ideational retardation [...] characteristic of the 
melancholy/ depressive state” {Black Sun’ 34). Duff's and Bates' last speeches in 
Landscape and Silence, are also omens of their melancholia: ‘‘[a] repetitive rhythm, a 
monotonous melody emerge and dominate the broken logical sequences, changing 
them into recurring, obsessive litanies" {Black Sun, 33). 
d u f f I'll hang it back on its hook, bang you against it swinging, gonging, 
waking the place up, calling them all for dinner, lunch is up, bring out 
the bacon, bang your lovely head, mind the dog doesn't swallow the 
thimble, slam— {Landscape, III，187) 
b a t e s Caught a bus to the town. Crowds. Lights round the market {Silence, 
III，209) 
Duff's sentence is unfinished, but he and Bates alike seem to be repeating the same 
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rhetoric throughout the plays. Duff, again, excitedly anticipates sadistic sex with Beth, 
while Bates continues to be obsessed with the image of the city, where he has brought 
Ellen to. All these speeches occur at least for a second time. The repetition is a sign of 
their failure to grow out of their dejected state of unrequited love. Although Devlin in 
the last play sounds more in control than the other three men, Rebecca does not yield 
to his threat of violence and gives him a resolute rejection by condemning his 
involvement in political terrorism. It is "The wound I have just suffered, some setback 
or other in my love life.. • some sorrow or bereavement affecting my relationship with 
close relatives... suddenly gives me another life. A life that is unlivable, heavy with 
daily sorrows, tears held back or shed, a total despair, scorching at times, then wan 
and empty." {Black Sun’ 3-4) It is only through such unspeakable melancholy that the 
men's present loss of their women is signified and experienced as real. The final 
restoration of silence on stage carries the male melancholia into infinity. The feeling is 
too overwhelmingly non-signifiable. The loss is too multifarious and complex to be 
described and controlled with a few linguistic items. “Nothing，，is the only signifier 
left, and after it is drawn-out silence. Sadly, the end of female melancholia only 
coincides with the onset of male melancholia. 
Men's Violent Form of Melancholia 
In Ashes to Ashes, Devlin demands Rebecca to "[a]sk me to put my hand around your 
throat" (IV, 428). It seems hatred and aggression are more characteristic of Devlin's 
melancholia. Melancholia, Kristeva says, is a "combination of sorrow and hatred" 
{Black Sun’ 3). The element of sorrow overwhelms Duff, Bates and Deeley. It also 
unsettles Devlin, as he frequently shows his frustration over the inability to draw 
Rebecca out regarding her secret lover. The ellipses and frequent self-correction 
testify to the shakiness in his emotion. 
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DEVLIN Physically. I mean, what did he actually look like? [...] I mean, quite 
apart from his... disposition, whatever that may have been... or his 
character... or his spiritual... standing... I just want, well, I need... 
to have a clearer idea of him... well, not a clearer idea of him. •. well, 
not a clearer idea... just an idea, in fact... because I have absolutely 
no idea... as things stand. •. of what he looked like. (IV, 400) 
Indeed, as Kristeva points out, "melancholy people are witness/ accomplices of the 
signifier's flimsiness, the living being's precariousness" (Black Sun, 20). However, his 
hatred is evident. Near the end of the play when Rebecca relates the story of the 
woman with a girl baby, with the emphasis on the latter's breath, heartbeat and vigor, 
as opposed to the atrocious regime, he “clenches his fist and holds it in front of her 
face,” and then asks her to “Miss my fist” (IV, 428). The clenched fist is a symbol of 
his hatred toward Rebecca's uncompromising attitude, but it is also a revengeful move 
after his ordeal of prolonged and demoralizing courtship. His sense of shame and 
dignity germinates hatred in his sorrow. Therefore, hostility gradually arises out of 
agony. The love object becomes an idol and an enemy. Love is attachment to but also 
war with that object. 
Exhilaration in Melancholia 
In Black Sun’ Kristeva argues that melancholia is the combination of two phenomena, 
"despondency and exhilaration" (1989，9). Indeed Devlin does alternately show his 
despair, which affects the fluency of his speech, and his sadistic excitement by 
verbally asserting his phallic supremacy and threatening the use of violence. In one of 
his long speeches, abridged below, the two styles mingle: 
DEVLIN [...] They're very busy people, the police. There's so much for them to 
do. They've got so much to take care of, to keep their eye on. They 
keep getting signals, mostly in code. There isn't one minute of the day 
when they're not charging around one comer or another in the world, 





Listen. This chap you were just talking about... I mean this chap you 
and I have been talking about... in a manner of speaking... when 
exactly did you meet him? I mean when did all this happen exactly? I 
haven't... how can I put this... quite got it into focus. 
The well-placed pause sharply divides his mood into two. The fluency in the first half 
is an animated display of his power, backed by the police, and the other punctuated 
half is a depressing concession of loss to "this chap’’ and failure in securing Rebecca's 
love. 
Melancholia: Not a Feminine Trait 
To sum up, melancholia is the aura, the sensation that defines Pinter's memory plays, 
in the same way as the ambience of menace surrounds and distinguishes such plays as 
The Room, The Birthday Party and The Dumbwaiter. Women speak to almost recover 
from melancholia, whereas men find themselves enveloped by the unspeakable 
temperament. Although there are differences in the ways men and women “suffer’， 
from melancholia, as an encompassing mood in the memory plays, Pinter does not 
designate it as a feminine trait. Indeed the experience of the uimamable loss and the 
subsequent lack of will to speak are universal. This is not to suggest Kristeva or Pinter 
upholds universality as descriptive of human society, where all differences disappear. 





Male Feminism? Women's Rebuff 
Many feminists emphasize that a feminist writer be a woman, and the focus of 
feminism be on the work of women. According to Ann Hall, "[f]or Cixous, as for 
many other feminists, the appropriate and perhaps the only feminist solution to such a 
situation [of the bias against women] is to focus on women's contributions."^^ The 
origin of "gynocritical" approaches lies in "the assumption that male authors cannot 
create ‘real，female characters" (Hall, 3). What matters for feminism is to give voice 
to women, and to render their visibility. Cixous's point is that to portray the female 
experience one needs to have living experience as a woman. However, with excessive 
insistence on this need the feminist movement seems to fall back upon the very 
biological essentialism that it sets out to reject, and deprive itself of the very potency 
and multiplicity that it relies on as a political movement. Irigaray emphasizes that the 
feminine is also the plural, by asserting the plurality of female erogenous zones and 
that of the female genitalia, which is always two. A prominent Irigaray critic, Grosz， 
maintains that “[in Irigaray's theory] feminine pleasure is not singular, unified, 
hierarchically subordinated to a single organ, definable or beatable …It is neither 
vaginal nor clitoral but more. It is both... insofar as its identity is undecidably [sic] 
one and two.’，40 Irigaray argues that woman “has at least two [sex organs], but they 
are not identifiable as ones... Her sexuality, always at least double, goes even further, 
it is p/wra/ . ’� The “two lips" of the female genitalia is her most often invoked 
metaphor for feminine plurality, contrary to the singular male penis and masculinity. 
Hall, 1993，p2-3. 
40 Grosz, 1989’ pi 15. 
41 Ibid. f 
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Dialogue between the so-called if not self-proclaimed “male feminists" and the more 
conventional ‘‘female feminists" began some twenty years ago at the Modem 
Language Association meetings in Washington, D.C., USA, if the former term does 
not sound self-contradictory, and the latter redundant.42 In response to the proposal of 
a “male feminism" by critics such as Stephen Heath, Paul Smith and Andrew Ross, 
Elaine Showalter, a prominent female feminist, scornfully titles her essay "Critical 
Cross-Dressing" in a bid to keep men at the door of feminism. She considers feminist 
criticism by such men as Terry Eagleton to be “phallic feminism," "another raid on 
the resources of the feminine in order to modernize male dominance" and the attempt 
“to silence or marginalize feminist criticism by speaking for it, and to use feminist 
language to reinforce the continued dominance of a male literary canon" {Men in 
Feminism，129). Showalter's resistance to male entrance into feminism has added 
essentialist elements to feminism. 
Men's Acceptance 
Even though Showalter seems scornful of men's participation in feminism, she is not 
able to deny that "this phenomenon [of men's conversion to feminism] must be both 
gratifying and unsettling" (ibid, 117). Hall, in her work on women in O'Neill, Pinter 
and Shepard, contends in defense of the male authors that their "mature works", 
including Pinter's of course, are able to "dismantle cultural expectations regarding 
gender" (Hall, 16). Their plays expose the oppression of women by patriarchy. 
Pinter's oeuvre affords a place to women in drama, and such a male contribution, she 
acknowledges, is important to supplement feminine writing. Moreover, she claims 
parallels between Pinter's drama and feminist theories that ensure multiple voices. 
See Men in Feminism (1987), which is a collection of papers and speeches delivered at and after the 
MLA meetings. r 
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Quoting Kolodny, she tries to ensure that the territory of feminism, or feminisms, and 
literary criticism is pluralistic, and hence for such a purpose attending to the female 
characters in male-authored texts, she says, “is not only valid but a necessary feminist 
and dramatic task" (ibid, 4). The incorporation of male feminists indeed safeguards 
feminist pluralism. Hence, "[f]ocusing on female contributions [...] becomes 
problematic when it becomes the sole characteristic of feminist readings" (ibid). 
One of the feminist critics at the said MLA meetings, Alice Jardine, also recognizes 
the importance of male feminists. She identifies three groups of male critics, of which 
the third group, i.e. "those men who are really trying, really reading and changing," is 
accepted as friendly and useful to feminism.43 She warns against the "streamlining of 
f e m i n i s m a suppression of diversity and disagreement within the movement itself 
{Men in Feminism, 57). However, she does have reservations about the terms 
"feminist men，，and "male feminism," which she sees as a kind of "oxymoron" (ibid, 
59). She contends that at the moment there are only "men after feminism," who are 
trying hard to be feminist, but it is possible to see them as "allies" of women, of 
feminists. In acknowledging the future possibility of men becoming truly "feminist 
men，，’ she urges that the male allies of feminism "stop being sophisticated in theory 
and politically naive in practice，，(ibid, 60). Her statement is an important affirmation 
of men's place, or possible place, in feminism. 
Even female feminists do not agree on the status of men in feminism, and I see this 
disagreement as an adequate justification of male writers' or critics' claim to a share 
of feminism. On the one hand, the discord shows that feminism is never a coherent 
See A. Jardine, "Men in Feminism: Odor di Uomo Or Compagnons de Route?" in Men In Feminism, 
1989, p56. The other two types of male critics, she claims, are those who never consider feminist work 




and unified movement. On the other, it reasserts the feminist rejection of essentialism, 
which may limit feminism to those who are bom women, and of the political strategy 
of its object of criticism, i.e. patriarchy, by preserving differences, or what Bakhtin 
calls dialogism. If Beauvoir's dictum that "One is not bom, but rather becomes a 
woman""^ still holds true today, then, as Stephen Heath argues in "Male Feminism," 
it is equally true that one is not born but becomes a feminist. He claims, "Women are 
not feminists by virtue of the fact alone of being women: feminism is a socio-political 
reality. •. women become feminists" {Men in Feminism, 2). If views are still divided 
over whether men can be feminists, the acceptance and incorporation of such a state 
of division and multiplicity enrich and empower rather than reduce and confine the 
feminist cause. 
Pinter as Feminist: Diversity in His View of Women 
Pinter's feminist concern is made explicit in one of his interviews: 
I think women are very tough, But if you look at what has happened in the world 
since day one, the actual acts of brutality have been dictated by men [...] in my 
plays women have always come out in one way or another as the people I feel 
something towards which I don't feel towards men. {Various Voices, 76) 
Although the quote above cannot be said to be the playwright's feminist manifesto, it 
is no doubt that "woman" is one of his major concerns, either conscious or 
subconscious. Moreover, it is clear to me that to qualify to be a feminist writer one 
does not have to be a woman. What matters is whether s/he can establish a position, 
through learning and thinking, outside the one s/he has been involuntarily assigned m 
relevance to his or her biological identity. A man would not necessarily become a 
male chauvinist, sexist or even rapist (both physically and metaphorically), just as a 




white person, male or female, can be a champion of black rights, although this 
requires vigorous critique of one's own identity and usually results in a deep sense of 
alienation from his or her "given" identity. The male voice in feminism constitutes the 
subversive component, or the "abject" in Kristeva's terminology, necessary to the 
functioning and progress of the feminist movement. 
I see Sakellaridou's approach to Pinter's plays as not doing enough justice to the 
playwright, or even disqualifying him as a feminist playwright. The critic charts 
Pinter's plays along a linear path, over which, she contends, women's representation 
becomes more liberal and humanist. However, I have tried hard to show that such 
linearity simply is not there. What we see throughout Pinter's writing career is 
shifting of positions in relation to feminism. The latest genre of Pinter's plays, i.e. his 
political plays, is purposely discussed at the beginning of this essay, and is juxtaposed 
with one form of feminism, i.e. the political strain which stresses the fight for equality 
with men. Such a feminist approach is important, but regarded as inadequate even in 
attaining the cause it aims at, as Irigaray and Kristeva argue. I have argued here that 
Pinter's earlier genres, the memory plays (plays of women's psychology) and plays of 
marital failure, are feminist in the sense that they present views of women that 
transcend social equality with men. These plays do not contend women should be the 
same as men, since this is to recognize masculinity as the norm, but they assert 
women's difference, a gesture that other politically motivated feminists consider 
impractical. The French feminists, including Cixous, Irigaray and Kristeva, maintain 
that a deeper understanding of the plight of women, their relation to language and 
their subjectivity is needed for their true liberation. Pinter's memory plays, the last 
plays examined here but among his early ones (though The Collection and The 
Homecoming were written even earlier) provide the most radical and somewhat 
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anarchic feminist view: there are no such things as women or men, since every 
individual is irreducible and exists in his or her own right. Everyone is necessarily 
different from the other. Instead of fervently fighting for gender equality (thus 
sameness), like Spender and Millett, or vigorously confirming sexual difference, like 
Irigaray and Cixous, Kristeva averts any study of women. In a sense her view is the 
most protective yet most detrimental to the feminist cause. If women do not exist, 
feminists would be deprived of an objective to aim at; if human beings cannot be 
essentialized in any way, then her view is the most powerful indictment against men's 
historical, self-proclaimed supremacy, as the exclusion of women, who do not exist, 
throughout history can be seen to be theoretically impossible and fallacious. 
The consideration of four plays written over a period of more than ten years in 
Chapter Two, and the addition of a markedly later play, Ashes to Ashes, to the earlier 
genre of memory plays in Chapter Three are both attempts to straddle and challenge 
such boundaries as those Sakellaridou has delineated for each period of Pinter's 
writing. In other words, strikingly similar feminist ideas can appear in different 
periods of his writing. The Homecoming can be seen as highly similar to A Kind of 
Alaska, written eighteen years later, as they both examine the influence of the paternal 
discourse that inhibits female subjectivity. Hornby, guardian of the putatively male 
discourse of medicine, is in many ways like Teddy, the embodiment of philosophical 
talk. Therefore, the rejection of the male-signature linearity, coherence and teleology 
in Pinter's oeuvre is in tune with the pluralism that the modem feminist movement 
embraces. Pinter's feminisms, plural and diverse in nature, provide even stronger 
buttress for women's cause than Sakellaridou claims to do. 
This is no attempt to silence Showalter's and Jardine's criticism of men's claim to the 
132 t 
133 
feminist territory, but a call for a more just and impartial consideration and treatment 
of the work of some male authors who write about and for women. Pinter's drama, as 
an example, does not seek to substitute for female writing itself, and of course should 
never do so, if it is to play a part in feminism. If Showalter rejects male presence in 
feminism on the ground that men try to pose as "authority figures" {Men in Feminism, 
119)，as in many other fields of study," or to teach the little girl a lesson, then I do not 
see how Pinter hypocritically plays the game of feminism just to valorize masculinity 
and patriarchy. His ambiguity provides his plays with feminist force. In his plays it is 
very hard to say if he valorizes or debases men or women. Pinter seeks no cheap or 
overt valorization of women. Ruth and Stella may be sluts, but men somehow suffer 
for not being able to know them. Although in his overtly political plays Gila, Sara, the 
elderly woman and Dusty are oppressed and persecuted, Pinter avoids any collusion 
with patriarchy in producing images of women's oppression, by portraying the defiant 
strength of these women. Therefore, even in this genre that is supposed to be clearly 
political, Pinter preserves a certain extent of his ambiguity, the very source of his 
feminist strength. He has collapsed the female stereotypes, of such extremes as 
nurturing Madonna and contemptible whore, into one, which is ultimately an 
unknown. Pinter has also acknowledged both his and his men's limitation in knowing 
women while preserving every possibility of seeing women in a different way. Pinter 
has not given concrete shape to an image of new woman, but in his plays we do see 
women who do not conform to our normal understanding. His ambiguity only gives 
rise to endless possibilities of what "woman" is without grounding her where he 
thinks she is. 
If women can collude with patriarchy, I do not see why men cannot be feminists, as 
they resist easy identification with pre-given discursive positions, and take up a 
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position marginal to it. This may be hard, but we should not rule out its possibility in a 
great and esoteric playwright such as Pinter. This thesis proclaims Harold Pinter a 
feminist. It also affirms the legitimacy of men's participation in feminism. 
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